
Introduction: Maps in the UK ‘Quality’
Press in 1999 and 2009
Maps are an important element in the news media’s
representation of a range of news stories. Broadcast and
published news provides an important conduit through
which geographic information is disseminated to a wide
audience. This knowledge is an important factor in
international affairs, especially as public opinion becomes
an increasingly important factor in political issues such as
the environment (e.g. global climate change) and the use
of force or diplomacy to solve international issues (e.g. the
war on terrorism). A detailed discussion of the importance
of role of news media maps in international affairs is
provided in Vujakovic (1999; 2002a and b). 

This paper examines the results of a survey of news
maps in the UK ‘quality press’ in 1999 and 2009
(including a pilot survey in 2008). The original 1999
survey provided important insights into the role of maps in
representing key geographic issues; for example, the
complex boundary issues involved in understanding the
post-socialist geography of the Balkan region (Vujakovic,
2000), or global security issues (Vujakovic, 2002a). Maps
are not simply an objective representation of geographic
information, but can also play an important part in
underpinning specific editorial messages, for example,
support for global missile defence systems. Maps have
also been shown to act at a more fundamental level,
creating specific connotations, for example, associations
with ‘accuracy’ which helped to support NATO’s use of
‘precision bombing’ as part of a policing action against
Yugoslavia during the Kosovo crisis of 1999: “News media
maps act as both guarantor and visual confirmation of the
ability of ‘our’ forces to hit the right targets” (Vujakovic,
2002b:192). The 1999 survey also highlighted the
problems associated with poor map design, especially the
misuse of world map projections (Vujakovic, 1999 and
2002a). 

This paper provides an overview and comparison of
the results of the two surveys, with some reference to the
2008 pilot. The aim is not to explore any detailed thematic
or design issues, as these will form the basis of
forthcoming papers.

The ‘News Media Map Project’: Survey
Methods and Results
The first survey forming within the News Media Mapping
Project (NMMP) (Vujakovic, 1999) focused on maps
accompanying news stories in the UK ‘quality’ daily press
from January to July 1999 (originally designed to cover a
six month period, the survey was extended by a month to
cover ongoing aspects of the ‘Kosovo crisis’). The quality
press was chosen as being an influential information
source for decision makers and educationists, as well as
the general public who are interested in environmental and
international affairs, etc. The importance of television
news, and more recently, electronic and web-based sources
are acknowledged, but these are seen as complementing
rather than replacing print news sources. It is also
important to note that web-versions of newspaper items
often omit graphic materials accompanying print versions
(photographs, graphs or maps). The survey included all
maps used as part of standard news (home and
international) and business news sections. This yielded
1,128 maps or maps as part of composite graphics. Maps
in other specialist sections such as sport, personal finance
supplements or magazines were not included, nor were
standard daily weather maps in the main news section (in
common with other surveys, e.g. Monmonier, 1989;
Perkins and Parry, 1996). The 1999 survey (Vujakovic,
1999) focused on the daily ‘quality’ press only: The Daily
Telegraph, The Guardian, The Independent, The Financial
Times, and The Times (newspapers formerly known as
‘broadsheets’).
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The second survey included maps from the same
news sources for the first six months of 2009, but in
addition to the daily papers, maps from the two ‘quality’
Sunday papers, The Observer and The Sunday Times, were
also collected. The 2009 survey yielded 1,248 maps. A
pilot study was undertaken in 2008 (August) and yielded
227 maps. The pilot indicated the need for some minor
alterations to the categories used in 1999. None of the
original categories were removed, but two new categories
were added (one recording whether the map was
accompanied by separate photographic images and another
category on geopolitical arenas). August 2008 was chosen
for a pilot survey to allow the collection of maps related to
Russian Federation military intervention in the Trans-
Caucasian state of Georgia as part of the project’s specific
interest in geopolitical issues in the news.

This is the most extensive repeat study of mapping in
the UK press, although it should be noted that Perkins and
Parry’s (1996) one-month survey of news maps (June
1995) covered a wider range of papers (including the
‘popular press’/tabloids), and included broadcast news
(television). The two surveys of the ‘quality press’
discussed here were developed to consider design issues
and the role of maps in representing geographic
knowledge and influencing the world-view of their
readership. The focus on the ‘quality press’ rather than the

wider news media was for both pragmatic reasons (access
to archive material), but also to reflect the importance of
this material as a source of information for key decision
makers and educators. Television news maps are generally
simple in design and ephemeral in nature, and rarely
contain the level of information content included in
published maps. Web-based material is an important
resource and is accessed and compared below with the
results of the two surveys where appropriate, however, the
same new stories published in online versions often
neglect to include key graphics used in paper versions, and
are much harder to search for and access in a consistent
manner than their hardcopy equivalents.

What in the World? Map Themes
Thematic context is fundamentally important to any study
of news media maps. The role of maps in denoting specific
geographic information is important to a critical analysis
of journalistic cartography. Map coverage of specific
themes, for example geopolitics and international relations
issues, will have an impact on public awareness and
discourse. Perkins and Parry’s (1996) study provided the
original basis for the thematic classification used in the
1999 survey, however, their nine categories did not
differentiate sufficiently in terms of geopolitical and other
key themes required for the study, hence the thematic
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Table 1 Classification system used in NMMP

A. Metadata:

• Newspaper

• Month and date, page number

B. Thematic coverage:

• Major news themes (7) (see Table 2)

• News sub-themes (18) (see Table 2)

• Nature of the news ‘positive’/‘negative’ or ‘neutral’

C. Geographical issues:

• Map location – major world regions (14) (see Figures 1 and 2)

• Ethnocentrism – degree of association of news item to the reporting ‘nation’1 (UK) (includes states not shown on the map, 
but involved in the news story)

• Elitism – based on geopolitical status; first order powers (e.g. China, US), second order ‘regional’ powers (e.g. India, Brazil),
and other/not relevant (relates to map only, excludes incidental inclusions, for example, elite states bordering a regional power,
but not involved in the news story)

• Geopolitical Arena – 2008 and 2009 surveys only (13) (this category classified maps on the basis of specific geopolitical
arenas, e.g. the Caucasus region or Israel-Palestine)

D. Design issues:

• Map size (based on column width)

• Colour/monochrome

• ‘Involvement’ (oblique/perspective view versus perpendicular/frontal view)

• Composition (four categories; from single map to complex graphic montage)

• Map use (see Table 5)

• Map accompanied by separate photograph(s) in news item (where not as part of montage with map) 
(2008 and 2009 surveys only)



classification was enlarged to seven key categories, with
eighteen sub-categories (see Table 2). This classification
was developed for the 1999 survey and repeated without
change in 2008 and 2009. The 1999 survey categories
were developed with the intention of providing base-line
data for more detailed analysis of design and use issues
associated with specific themes, especially those related to
geopolitics and international relations.

The results of the 1999 survey confirmed
Monmonier’s (1989) study of the US news media, and
Perkins and Parry’s (1996) UK study, both of which
showed that military conflicts and geopolitics were key
themes dominating map use in the news. Perkins and Parry
specifically identified ‘military conflict, defence,
geopolitics, threats and riots’ as represented by 27.2 per
cent of all press maps in June 1995. This was supported by
other studies; for example, Gauthier’s (1997) study of
French-Canadian papers identified armed conflict as a
major theme, and Tremols’ (1997) study of the Spanish
press recorded ‘geopolitical conflicts’ as the highest
category of map use.

The highest scoring single category in the 1999
survey was the sub-theme (B4) ‘Military conflict/war,
defence issues, territorial/resource disputes’, representing
28.4 per cent of all the published maps, rising to 41.2 per
cent overall if combined with sub-theme (A2) ‘Riots,
terrorism, civil conflict/war, secession movements, coupes’
(12.8 per cent). This figure is inflated by the large number
of maps devoted to the Kosovo crisis, which included air-
strikes by the UK as part of NATO intervention. Maps
devoted to the Kosovo crisis represented 25.3 per cent of
all news maps published between January and July of
1999, rising to 54.7 per cent of all maps in April (the height
of NATO bombardment of Yugoslavia (Vujakovic, 1999;
2002b). 

The 2009 survey yielded a combined figure of 29.6
per cent for sub-themes A2 and B4 (18.3 and 11.3 per cent
respectively), which is closer to Perkins and Parry’s result,
and may represent more ‘normal’ conditions (although it
should be noted that UK forces were engaged in Iran and
Afghanistan during this period). The August 2008 pilot
survey yielded a massive 39.7 per cent for sub-themes A2
and B4 (9.7 and 30.0 per cent respectively), but this
included coverage of the internationally significant
military intervention of the Russian Federation in the
South Ossetia region of Georgia (17.2 per cent of all
maps). The results for all three surveys confirm the
importance of maps in illustrating stories concerning
conflict at both national and international scales, but also
the variability associated with fluctuations in levels of
conflict and the importance of the conflict to the reporting
nation. Cross-cultural studies of a specific time period
would provide useful information on this aspect.

The importance of these maps is emphasized when
their ‘map use’ is analysed. Map type varies from basic
uses such as a simple locator (30.7 per cent of all maps in
the 2009 survey; showing, for example, the location of a

city or event) to more complex uses such as maps showing
dynamic/spatial processes, or specific political/regional
units (for example economic development zones, but not
including standard national/administrative boundaries).
Maps devoted to conflict (sub-themes 2 and 4) represent
58 per cent of all maps showing dynamic/spatial processes
(e.g. troop movements, and missile ranges/capabilities)
and 84.6 per cent of special regions (e.g. military ‘zones’
and sectors of command).

Complex geographic information is critical to
understanding many of the conflicts and other geopolitical
issues (e.g. Russia’s control of gas supplies as a
geopolitical tool in early 2009). Maps of zones of control
and special administrative areas, for example, the location
of Pakistan’s ‘Federally Administered Tribal Areas’, are
important to understanding the location of Taliban forces,
the government’s campaign against them, and the
geographic proximity to the crucial Pakistan-Afghan
border zone. Similarly, the Sri Lankan government’s
destruction of Tamil Tiger forces in May 2009 required a
wide range of geographic information (3.8 per cent of all
maps) showing troop movements and zones of control.
Israel’s intervention in Gaza in January generated similar
series of complex maps of zones of control and troop
deployments. While specific conflicts (in Pakistan, Israel-
Palestine, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Sri Lanka) dominated
mapping in the news in 2009, other geopolitical issues,
represented by a few maps only, are highly significant.
Examples include two maps illustrating China’s
development of a network of strategic ports in the Indian
Ocean region, and several maps illustrating Russia’s
territorial claims in the Arctic. Both may have long-term
significance for command and control of resources such as
oil, which affects Europe and the US.

Most of the other themes are represented by
relatively small numbers of maps, and do not vary greatly
from 1999 to 2009. Some sub-themes have seen
significant growth. ‘Business and finance’ (G17), for
example, has nearly doubled from 3.8 per cent to 7.3 per
cent of all maps and may be explained by a number of
business stories related to infrastructure developments
(e.g. high speed rail developments), while E11
‘Demography/social trends, housing, employment,
education’ grew from 2.7 per cent to 4.2 per cent, with
increase related to a large number of maps showing
unemployment statistics in UK associated with the global
economic downturn.

Maps accompanying stories on environmental
issues/problems (D8) remain a surprisingly small part of
the cartographic output from the press, despite the
apparent importance in political discourse in general.
Although there has been a rise from 3.9 per cent in 1999 to
5.9 per cent in 2009, this remains a small overall
proportion of the published maps despite the fact that
issues such as global climate change and pollution
problems are issues affecting the environment and society
at a range of geographic scales. A decade ago this seemed
to represent an inherent conservatism, with only one paper,
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Table 2 News map themes 1999 and 2009

Themes Sub-themes World Regional Others TOTAL
Powers Powers

1999 2009 1999 2009 1999 2009 1999 2009

A. Politics: 1. Government, legislation, electoral, 48 71 16 16 20 8 84 95
internal parties, non-violent protest/strikes 7.4% 7.6%

2. Riots, terrorism, civil conflict/war, 26 31 32 70 86 128 144 229
secession movements, coupes 12.8% 18.3%

B. Politics: 3. International relations, negotiations, 17 38 5 10 3 7 25 55
international agreements (non-trade) 2.2% 4.4%

4. Military conflict/war, defence 33 45 52 23 235 73 320 141
issues, territorial/resource disputes 28.4% 11.3%

C. Disasters/ 5. Large-scale disasters (earthquakes, 8 30 2 8 5 10 15 48
Accidents floods, etc.), epidemics 1.3% 3.8%

6. Accidents (transport, etc.), 49 46 3 11 22 7 74 64
explosions & fires, industrial 6.6% 5.1%
disasters, weather problems 
(e.g. avalanche)

D. 7. General science, natural science, 26 17 5 2 6 15 37 34
Environment engineering, medical 3.3% 2.7%
and Science 8. Environmental problems/impacts, 34 42 7 12 3 20 44 74

pollution 3.9% 5.9%

9. Transport Systems, development 22 38 2 6 2 1 26 45
and planning 2.3% 3.6%

10. Land use/resource planning & 36 28 3 4 2 8 41 40
conservation, public works, 3.6% 3.2%
neighbourhoods

E. Society 11. Demography/social trends, 25 44 2 3 3 6 30 53
housing, employment, education 2.7% 4.2%

12. Crime, courts/judicial, police, 69 57 12 7 3 33 84 97
missing persons 7.4% 7.8%

13. Social disasters (famine, refugees) 4 2 1 3 3 12 8 17
0.7% 1.4%

F. Cultural 14. History & archaeology, heritage, 15 23 8 2 5 2 28 27
affairs the arts and ‘media’ 2.5% 2.2%

15. Travel, tourism, recreation and sport 14 7 7 3 14 5 35 15
3.1% 1.2%

16. Human interest/’odd events’, 44 40 5 10 7 22 56 72
religion, VIPs/Royals, scandals 5.0% 5.8%
(non-political), minor accidents 
(few people)

G. Economics 17. Business & finance, industry 35 65 2 17 6 10 43 92
3.8% 7.3%

18. Macro-economics, trade 16 39 10 4 8 7 34 50
agreements, international monetary 3.0% 4.0%
issues, aid and economic development

TOTAL 521 663 174 211 433 374 1128 1248
100% 100%



The Guardian, producing almost half (47.7 per cent) of all
the maps on this topic. In 2009, the spread was more even,
with The Times producing the highest number of maps on
this theme (28.4 per cent) and The Guardian in second
place, but closely followed by The Sunday Times and the
FT. Environmental maps do, however, provide interesting
examples of map design, with issues such as processes of
environmental change, including temporal changes in land
cover and complex distributions, being represented. 

Where in the World? Geographic
Coverage
Understanding geographical relationships, specifically
zones of instability and resource distributions, is important
to contemporary geopolitical discourse. The world regions
used to classify the maps in the NMMP were selected to
represent these significant geopolitical realities. The
regions are adapted from Cohen’s (1991) ‘geopolitical
realms’, which also provides the basis for the classification
of the first and second order powers used in the surveys.
Cohen identified two geostrategic realms, the ‘Eurasian
Continental World’, then dominated by the USSR, with
three constituent regions, and the ‘Trade-dependent
Maritime World’ with Anglo-America at its centre, and four
constituent regions. The rest of the world is subdivided into
four regions, making eleven in total. Three of Cohen’s
regions were further subdivided for the purposes of the
NMMP and used for all three surveys. Cohen’s realms
based on a bi-polar geopolitics were to some extent
obsolete by 1999, but his basic regional framework remains
effective. For example, while the USSR no longer exists,
the ‘Heartland’ region dominated by the Russia Federation
remains a key geopolitical region, as does China-
dominated ‘East Asia’. Cohen’s regional level
classification provides an effective model for an emerging
multi-polar world system, as a possible replacement for a
US-dominated ‘new world order’ (Vujakovic, 2005).

In the 1999 survey, two world regions, ‘Maritime
Europe’ and the ‘Eastern European Gateway’ (EEG)
dominated the data set (36.3 per cent and 27.7 per cent of
all maps respectively). The result for Maritime Europe was
swollen by purely ‘domestic’ stories (UK), representing
61.9 per cent of maps all within that region. The EEG was
well represented due to the Kosovo crisis which involved
UK forces as part of NATO intervention (91.3 per cent of
all maps for the region) (see Figure 1). The ‘Eastern
European Gateway’ represents a zone of political and
economic transition between Maritime Europe and Russia,
and any conflict is likely to attract considerable news
interest if it may cause instability in Europe as a whole.
Other regions of geopolitical instability were well
represented in the data, with the ‘Middle East’ (7.7 per
cent) and ‘sub-Saharan Africa’ (7.2 per cent) the next
highest scoring regions. Both of these regions, along with
South-East Asia, are regarded as ‘shatterbelts’ by Cohen
(1991). World maps were only 5.5 per cent of the total, but
represent a very important source of information
geopolitical information, especially with regard to
intercontinental threat from advanced missile systems (see
discussion below).

The 2009 dataset, as might be expected, shows a
similarly high yield of maps for Maritime Europe as the
reporting region (37.3 per cent). ‘Domestic’ (UK) news
again represents a high proportion of all maps for that
region (66.7 per cent). The significant difference is the
very limited set of maps for the ‘EEG’, only 4.3 per cent of
all maps. During 2009, this region was reasonably
quiescent. In 2009 the ‘Middle East’ (15.1 per cent) and
‘South Asia’ (12.5 per cent) dominated the results due to
specific conflicts and military actions in Israel-Palestine,
Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. The
geographical distribution of news maps by region is
represented in Figure 2. World maps nearly doubled their
share of all published maps (9.8 per cent) and this was in
part due to a large number of graphics associated with the
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Table 3 Geopolitical regions used in the surveys (based on Cohen, 1991)

‘Eurasian Continental World’ ‘Heartland’ (ex-Soviet Union)
Geostrategic realm Eastern European Gateway

East Asia

‘Trade-dependent maritime world’ Anglo-America
Geostrategic realm The Greater Caribbean (combined with Anglo-America in Cohen, 1991)

Maritime Europe
Offshore Asia
Oceania (combined with Offshore Asia in Cohen, 1991)
Maghreb (combined with Maritime Europe in Cohen, 1991)

Regions outside key geostrategic realms Middle East*

Sub-Saharan Africa*

South Asia
South-East Asia*

(* identified as ‘shatterbelt’ regions by Cohen (1991))

Other Maps of Ocean/Polar regions
World maps



swine flu pandemic and issues related to the global
economic down-turn. World maps were again an important
source of geopolitical information related to missile threats
(see below). Ocean and polar regions represented only 1.8
per cent of the total but were critical to geopolitical news
items related to territorial and resource issues, for example
Russian claims in the Arctic, and disputes over sovereignty
in the Antarctic region. 

‘Ethnocentrism’, the degree to which the news story
is related to the reporting nation, was recorded as another
important attribute of each map:

• Domestic – item involves reporting country only
(UK)

• National – item involving one state only (excluding
reporting state (UK))

• International – more than one state involved

• Multilateral – involves the reporting state and several
others

• Bilateral – involves the reporting and one other
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Figure 1 News map coverage in UK quality press (dailies) by geopolitical region, January–July 1999

Figure 2 News map coverage in UK quality press (daily and Sunday papers) by geopolitical region, January–June 2009



Based on a classification developed by Baren and Wallis
(1990), this is used to classify the news story as a whole,
not just the area displayed on the map. So, for example, if
the UK was involved in a specific issue, such as the
bombardment of Serbia during the Kosovo crisis, this
would be recognized as ‘Multinational’ (as part of NATO)
even though the UK is not shown on the map. The data for
1999 and 2009 shows a pattern consistent with the
geopolitical situation in each time period. ‘Domestic’ news
(related to UK only) is reasonably consistent between each
period as might be expected unless there were some major
event impacting on the reporting nation. The major
difference is for multilateral stories, those involving the
reporting nation and several others. This was large for
1999 because the UK was heavily involved in NATO
intervention in Kosovo (50.7 per cent of all multinational
maps, and 17.4 per cent of all maps for the period). The
figure is much less in 2009 despite UK involvement in
areas such as Iraq and Afghanistan (see Table 4).

Design Issues
Perkins and Parry (1996) have argued that some studies of
news maps have been undermined by an attempt to view
them in terms of traditional cartographic design, without
acknowledging the context and constraints of journalism
(deadlines, print quality, opportunity costs of graphics,
versus photos and text space). They suggest that studies
need to focus on the functional complexity of news

mapping and assess the extent to which the maps
generated meet the needs of the news item – asking is it ‘fit
for purpose’ in a journalist context? They divided maps
into four broad functional categories: ‘locator’, ‘route
maps’, ‘distributions’, and ‘explanatory’ (used “to clarify
military and geopolitical stories”, ibid.:332) to assess their
function in support of the news story. Their one-month
study revealed that the majority of maps in the five UK
quality daily papers were simple locator maps (69 per
cent) with a roughly equal proportion of the remaining
maps spread across the other three categories.

The 1999 and 2009 surveys adopted a more detailed
categorization (see Table 5). The simple locator function
remains important in both periods, but show a steady
decline in proportion of all maps compared to Perkins and
Parry’s study, dropping from just over half of all maps in
1999, to less than a third in 2009, and now in second place,
with maps of ‘distributions’ forming the largest category. It
is possible that the increasing ease of production of
information graphics has led to more complex map designs
being used to illustrate news stories. A series of world
maps, for example, were associated with news items on the
spread of the swine flu pandemic in early 2009. Several
distribution maps used proportional circles to show
infection rates in various countries and would have been
easily updated over several days.

Other map design issues covered by the surveys
include the use of colour, size of map/graphic, and
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Table 4 Ethnocentrism

‘Ethnocentrism’ 1999 number of maps 1999 as % 2009 number of maps 2009 as %

Domestic 254 22.5 311 24.9

National 221 19.6 359 28.8

International 236 20.9 269 21.6

Bilateral 31 2.7 56 4.5

Multilateral 386 34.5 244 19.6

Not applicable – – 9 0.7

Table 5 Map use 

MAP USE All maps 1999 All maps 2009

‘Logo’ function 18 (1.6%) 21 (1.7%)

Simple locator 616 (54.6%) 383 (30.7%)

Routes/networks 127 (11.3%) 157 (12.6%)

Plans/layouts 35 (3.1%) 28 (2.2%)

Distributions 149 (13.0%) 415 (33.3%)

Dynamic/spatial processes* 113 (10.0%) 88 (7.1%)

Political/‘regions’** 70 (6.2%) 156 (12.5%)

TOTAL 1128 1248

* This category includes issues such as troop movements, often shown using dynamic arrow symbols.

** This category relates to maps illustrating political boundaries, or units defined for a specific purpose (e.g. the ‘no-fly’ zone over Iraq in 1999); it does include maps

which simply show standard national, or sub-national boundaries (e.g. counties in the UK), etc., unless these are specific to the story.



‘composition’ and ‘involvement’. Most of these are of
interest in terms of specific themes, with map size and
complexity of composition, for example, changing as
papers move from simple locators towards a more
complex map function. Colour is a more fundamental
issue. Perkins and Parry’s (1995) survey showed black-
and-white maps to predominate despite the fact that colour
printing was becoming more common. Black-and-white
maps still represented 70 per cent of all maps, although the
range was wide with The Daily Telegraph and The
Independent using colour extensively (41 per cent and 47
per cent respectively), while the FT was in single figures
(3 per cent). In 1999, monochrome/black-and-white maps
still represented 59.2 per cent of all published maps, with
only The Independent having more than half of its maps in
colour (52 per cent), and the FT still with the lowest score
(14 per cent). By 2009, only the FT published maps in
monochrome (43 per cent). Colour brings opportunities,
but it also creates a range of issues which are often
restrained by monochrome. Colour has symbolic
significance which can often create connotations that
affect people’s reading of an issue. The choice, for
example, of green to represent Palestinian-controlled areas
in the West Bank (green has positive connotations both
generally and for Arab peoples in particular) while Israeli-
controlled areas are shown in an arid brown (The Sunday
Times, p.22, 11/01/2009), may have an impact on readers
understanding of the issue. Another interesting use of
colour involves a map accompanying an article concerning
Russian control of European gas supplies. While several
papers illustrated the Russian supply system as a simple
network of pipelines, The Times (pp.32–33, 07/01/2009)
adopted aggressive dynamic arrows reminiscent of
military maps, with the arrows coloured red. The image
looks like an invasion map, especially as the arrows are
shown raised over the landscape (with a shadow effect
beneath). While the information content (what is denoted)
is similar to the other maps, the connotation is very
different and is suggestive of aggressive intent on the part
of Russia.

The other design issue of interest in terms of
connotation and international politics is ‘involvement’.
This is the term used to differentiate between an
‘objective’ perpendicular map viewpoint and an oblique
‘perspective’ view. Kress and van Leeuwen (1996)
describe an oblique view as a subjective positioning,
placing the viewer in direct involvement with the issue
rather than above and distant. Oddly, when discussing a
map concerned with war, they describe an oblique view as
placing the viewer on the ‘sideline’ as ‘by-stander’ – their
example shows Allied forces moving to liberate Kuwait in
the 1991 Gulf War with the viewer looking at the
battleground from behind the direction of Allied attack.
Kress and van Leeuwen’s standard position actually makes
more sense from a geopolitical perspective in this instance,
placing the viewer with the Allies. These oblique views are
in fact often used to position the viewer with their own
forces in international conflicts (e.g. the Falklands and

Gulf Wars). In 1999, 39.6 per cent of all oblique maps
were concerned with Kosovo, generally involving maps of
NATO military intervention. Oblique maps usually
represent only a small component of the total, for example,
only 9.4 per cent of all maps in 1999, and 6.4 per cent in
2009, but are significant in terms of their connotative role
in geopolitical stories, especially related to conflict.

Flattening the Earth – A Map Design
Problem of Global Dimensions
The three surveys provide ample data for detailed
examination of the role of maps in geopolitical and
environmental discourse. Vujakovic (2000; 2002a and b)
has provided detailed discussion of the 1999 data,
especially in relation to geopolitics and war in the Balkans.
While it is not possible to undertake detailed analysis of
any key theme in this paper, the following case study
provides initial discussion of one specific geopolitical
issue. Review of the UK press coverage of missile defence
issues during 1999 survey period (and additional material
from 2000) indicated that many news providers did not
understand the basic principles of map projections or the
‘geography’ of missile trajectories (Vujakovic, 2002b) and
the 2009 survey confirms this problem.

Most maps of missile ranges in 1999 and 2000 were
extremely simplistic in design, showing supposed ranges
as concentric circles around launch sites on inappropriate
world map projections. Other maps, related to discussion
of missile defence systems were similarly simplistic and
misleading. The Times, for example, published a series of
maps illustrating North Korean and Chinese missile
ranges, using what appears to be the ‘Times’ or similar
projection. These maps were extremely misleading in
terms of the territories at potential risk from N. Korean or
Chinese systems. In one instance (assuming the distances
quoted by The Times, 28/07/1999 were correct), the map
indicated that the UK would be out of range of the
proposed Taepodong 3 (N. Korean) missile system.
However, when accurately plotted on an appropriate
projection it was in range. On this type of map (commonly
used by the press) it appears that the most direct route
from North Korea to the US mainland would follow
roughly the line of latitude 40°N, while in fact, the most
direct route would actually track a great circle route across
the Aleutian Basin between 50° and 60°N. These maps
mistakenly display missile ranges as concentric circles
rather than curves (this issue is fully illustrated in
Vujakovic (1999:12). Several other newspapers made
similar fundamental mistakes, or published simplistic
comic-like map-graphics that did little to explain the
issues. The Guardian (12/11/1999, p.14), for example,
published a strange graphic of two ‘globes’ side by side,
with a North Korean missile travelling from one ‘globe’ to
land on the US on the other ‘globe’ – something which
could have been effectively displayed on a single map.
Indeed, several months later The Guardian produced a
reasonably effective graphic using a single ‘globe’ style
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map to illustrate threats to the US from Iran. If, as Mark
Monmonier (1989) has suggested, “the news media are
society’s most significant cartographic gatekeeper and its
most influential geographic educator”, such
misrepresentations will undermine this role. Missile ranges
can only be shown effectively as concentric rings if based
on an equidistant projection centred on the appropriate
launch site (see Vujakovic, 1999:12). 

In 2009, missile and nuclear tests undertaken by
North Korea renewed international concerns over global
security. This was followed in September 2009 by
President Obama’s plans for an anti-missile defence
system based on concerns about Iran’s offensive
capabilities. Comparison with the 1999 maps provides an
opportunity to assess whether there had been an
improvement in cartographic design knowledge during the
last decade. In the case of the UK ‘quality press’, the
answer was mixed – there had been some improvement,
but not across the board. Many of the 2009 maps were
characterized by the same type of world projections which
had been adopted in 1999 and remained misleading.
However, some papers, notably The Financial Times, The
Independent, and The Guardian appeared to have
understood the problem and had adopted equidistant
projections. This may have been the result of consulting
different authorities or official publications that show
ranges correctly rather than a conscious change in
cartographic design. Unfortunately, these more accurate
graphics represent only a quarter of the maps of missile
ranges in the ‘quality’ press as a whole. The Times, which
produced the largest number of maps on this topic in both
periods, continued to provide misleading graphics. 

The continued failure of elements of the UK press to
represent missile ranges correctly is extraordinary given
that this ‘flat-earth’ imagery has been contested for some
fifty years. A cartographic revolution was engendered by
‘air-age globalism’ during WWII and the Cold War, in
which traditional world maps were replaced by new forms
more representative of the spherical nature of the globe.
Until WWII, spatial representations of the world tended to
be based on the classic struggle between land and sea
powers, and could be reasonably displayed using a host of
standard world projections in which polar regions were
relegated to the margins. This viewpoint was radically
disrupted by air-age globalism with recognition of the
essential freedom from the friction of terrain provided by
aircraft and the ability to make use of the shorter routes
over polar regions by long-range aircraft and later by
inter-continental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). The
Americans quickly recognized the importance of the
Arctic region to US defence, and alternative cartographic
representations emerged as the US media sought to
explain this new world-view to the public. Graphic
designers such as Richard Edes Harrison began to create
maps which made sense of the new technological and
geo-strategic situation. Traditional projections failed to
show the continuity of the ‘worldwide arena’ and these
were replaced by more effective forms, notably North-

Polar-centred projections, exemplified by Harrison’s ‘One
world, one war’ map, and his perspective views for
Fortune magazine.

It is important to point out that appropriate maps of
North Korean and other missile capabilities are widely
available to the press from government and other specialist
sources; for example, the 1999 ‘Report of the North Korea
Advisory Group to the Speaker of the US House of
Representatives’ clearly displays North Korean missile
ranges as concentric circles on an appropriate equidistant
projection. Why traditional projections should still
dominate the UK press must be a concern for the
cartographic profession. There is certainly a need for
cartographers to educate the news media in order that
maps can be used effectively to inform, rather than to
mislead, the public. Sadly, it is not just the specific issues
associated with the need to use equidistant maps for
missile ranges which the media fail to recognize, but a
wider lack of understanding of world map projections
(Vujakovic, 2002a).

Conclusions
The two surveys and the pilot data provide an excellent
opportunity to assess a range of design issues and issues
related to the role of maps in supporting news items and
editorial viewpoints. This paper provides a brief overview
of the 2009 survey and some broad comparisons with the
findings from 1999. However, if the datasets have any
value, it is in providing a resource for more in-depth
analysis, such Vujakovic’s (2002b) study of the role of
maps as a supporting metaphor for ‘accuracy’ and
‘precision’ in promotion of ‘surgical’ air-strikes during
NATO’s intervention in Kosovo in 1999. Maps are not just
simple and objective information graphics; they are a
complex denotative and connotative symbol system and
must be investigated in their inter-textual context. 
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Note
1 The format for recording ‘Ethnocentricity’ is adapted

from Wallis and Baran (1990), who used the term
‘nation’ and ‘national’ to represent individual states.
While this is to some extent incongruent in terms of a
multi-national state such as the UK, the format is
retained, with the reporting nation being the UK in all
cases.
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