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Arno Peters first published his world map, which has 
become known as the "Peters Projection", in 1972. 
During the early to mid 1980s his map became an 
increasingly important part of the graphical presentation 
of material by many UK non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) involved in fund raising, education and lobbying 
for change in the Third World. The projection has not 
only been used as a base map on which to present factual 
material, but has also taken on a more symbolic signifi
cance within the "development" field. 

In order to examine the extent of, and reasons for, 
adoption of the Peters projection, a survey of development 
NGOs within the UK was undertaken. The results indicate 
that the reasons for adoption are in many cases based on a 
number of misconceptions about other available world 
map projections. 

The "New Cartography" 
Maps provide a structured means of storage and trans

mission of selected spatial information or mental concepts 
through graphical representation (Robinson and Petchenik, 
1976 ;J ohnston, 1981 ). Like written or statistical presenta
tion, maps can only at best provide a limited portrayal of 
the objective world. In some instances cartographic 
accuracy may actually take second place to ideological 
considerations. Murray (1987), in an article entitled "The 
map is the message", notes that maps can " ... lend them
selves as instruments of propaganda because they convey 
certain messages to mass audiences without the mental 
effort required by other forms of communication. The 
old adage of a picture being worth a thousand words is 
equally applicable to maps." (pp 237-8). 

Maps are recognized as a factor in influencing the 
formation of the "world view" of individuals. Arno 
Peters ( 1983) sees world maps as having prime respon
sibility in thos process, and in the maintenance of the 
". . . ideology of continued global exploitation of the 
Third World by the industrial nations ... "He suggests that 
it is necessary for this ideology to retain a "eurocentric 
graphical world concept" to survive; he stresses the 
dominance of the Mercator projection in this process. 

In calling for a "new cartography", Peters focuses his 
critique of the "old" on the Mercator projection. His main 
objection is to its lack of "fidelity of area", thereby 
rendering it unsuitable as a realistic "geographical world 
concept". The map supports the European sense of 
superiority by placing Europe centrally and by artificially 
enlarging the apparent area of Europe in relation to other 
continents, particularly Africa. 

Other attempts to produce world maps with fidelity 
of area are criticized by Peters because they involve 
abandoning the rectangular grid and thus sacrificing 
"fidelity of angle". He also suggests that the use of 
curved meridians can act to focus the eye on Europe, 
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even when the continent is no longer central to the actual 
map. 

Peters (1983) claims that his own projection (Figure I) 
satisfies a number of atrributes which are necessary for a 
new cartography and for a "new global view"; this list 
includes fidelity of area and the retention of a rectangular 
grid with true north-south and east-west directions. 

The Peters Phenomenon 
"We are now becoming familiar with maps drawn 

according to the Peters projection which changes the shape 
of continents in order to demonstrate their relative sizes." 
Sir Shridath Ramphal (1985), Commonwealth Secretary
General. 

Peters began to publicize his map in the early 1970s 
(see The Guardian, 5/6/73, p 15). However, its main 
impact in terms of public awareness in the UK did not 
occur until the publication of the report of the 
Independent Commission on International Development 
Issues, chaired by Willy Brandt (1980). The Peters projec
tion was used on the cover of the report (as well as that of 
its sequel (Brandt, 1983)) to show the so called "North
South divide". The report claimed that "The Peters 
Projection introduces several innovative characteristics; an 
accurate rendition of the proportion of the land surface 
area; graphical representation of the entire world surface, 
including the polar regions; the Equator placed in the 
centre of the map; the usual grid of 180 Meridians (East 
and West) and 90 Meridians each (North and South) is 
replaced by a decimal degree network dividing the earth 
both East and West and North and South into 100 fields 
each; angle accuracy in the main North-South, East-West 
directions." The claim is also made that shape distortion 
is distributed such that the more densely populated 
portions of the globe are the least distorted. The map 
therefore represents a movement away from the " ... 
prevailing Eurocentric geographical and cultural concept 
of the world." The only other map projection mentioned 
is the Mercator. 

Similar claims were made by the journal Third World 
Quarterly (1979) in its first edition, which included a 
thematic map based on the Peters projection. However, it 
was not until 1983 that the first full colour edition of the 
projection was published in the UK by a development 
magazine, New Internationalist (NI). It took the place of 
the usual magazine format for the June edition (part of 
the May edition was devoted to promoting the projection 
(NI, 1983). NI stressed the need for equal-area, and true 
north-south and east-west directions; other equal-area map! 
were acknowledged but rejected on the latter point. The 
Mercator projection was again subjected to major criticism. 

Following NI, other organizations produced full colour 
versions for the UK. UNICEF (United Nations Children's 
Fund) mailed copies to teachers and lecturers throughout 
the country. UNDP (United Nations Development 
Programme) published a copy under the title "Reshaping 
Our World", with the endorsement of three important 
UK NGOs (United Nations Association (UK), World 
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Development Movement, and the Centre for World 
Development Education). 

Throughout this period other NGOs joined the band
wagon and began to adopt the Peters projection for use in 
their publications. The use of the projection has taken 
two main forms. Firstly, as a base for global thematic 
maps, for example, a series of maps accompanying the 
WDM (1983-4) briefmgs The EEC and the Third World. 
In many cases the projection is reduced to a simple 
rendition of the continental shapes with some or all 
national boundaries shown; the rectangular grid is generally 
removed. Many of the major agencies have used the 
projection in their recent yearly reviews, to show sites of 
overseas work (eg. Oxfam, Tear Fund, Action Aid, Inter
national Voluntary Service). Secondly, it has been used in 
extremely simplified forms (for instance a silhouette of 
the continents) for purely design reasons, for example, the 
logo or banners of Action News published by Action Aid 
and South magazine published by the Third World 
Foundation. This trend appears to be linked to the 
symbolic significance the projection has taken on as the 
map that is fair to the Third World, and via its early 
association with the Brandt Commission reports (showing 
the so called North-South divide). 

The projection has not been without its critics. 
Objections to its cartographic validity and originality have 
been made (Maling, 1974; German Cartogarphical Society, 
1985; Loxton, 1985; Robinson, 1985). Fundamental 
aspects of the projection are disputed, for example, 
Maling (1974) states that it is not an equal-area projection. 
Other critiques have focused on whether it does indeed 
provide a better solution to the problem of fairly represen
ting a global view than other existing projections. Bain 
( 1984) claims that there is a whole family of equal area 
projections which although trading area accuracy against 
distortion, are at least less extreme than Peters. He also 
makes the point that Mercator is no longer the dominant 
global map in British world atlases. The authors of The 
State of the World Atlas (Kidron and Segal, 1981), and of 
the Open University Third World Atlas (Crow and Thomas, 
1983) all argue against the use of the Peters projection on 
the basis of extreme distortion. They prefer to use Winkel's 
"Tripel" projection and the Eckert N projection (Figure 
2) respectively, claiming that these are relatively fair and 
more familiar equal-area projections. Robinson (1985) 
presents a detailed review of the "New Cartography" as 
presented by Peters, and notes that many of Peters' 
arguments are " ... spurious and in some instances just 
plain wrong." 

Another criticism which can be levelled at some of 
those adopting the Peters projection (although not at the 
projection itself) is the simple extraction of parts of the 
global map to produce regional maps (for example see; 
South, November 1981, p 19; WDM (1983-4} Briefing 
No. 4, p 6). Peters (1983) himself explains the need to 
recalculate the grid for regional maps, to remove the 
worse distortions of the global map. 

Survey ofUK NGOs 
The survey set out to examine the extent of, and 

reasons for, adoption of the Peters projection by NGOs 
involved in Third World development issues and fund 
raising. These exist at a range of levels, from national 
organizations such as Oxfam to regional and local groups. 
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The Overseas Development Administration's (ODA, 1982) 
Guide to sources of information and material was used to 
identify the names and addresses of organizations at the 
national and regional level. A list of fifty-two organizations 
was compiled (only UK NGOs which publish their own 
material were included). Questionnaires were sent to the 
"Publications Officer/Editor" at each of these organiza. 
tions. A response was received from forty-two of them 
(81% response rate); this included all of the major nationa1 
NGOs. Of these respondents, thirty-six stated that they do 
use maps in their publications; the results discussed below 
are based on this group alone. 

Firstly, a series of general questions were posed regard· 
ing world maps and their use. Most of the respondents 
(86.1%) believed that world maps have a major role in 
educating and informing the public about Third World 
issues. Of the remaining 13.9%, several indicated that 
maps did have a part to play, but their role should not be 
overstated. One respondent stated that other forms of 
visual images were probably more important. Only one 
third (33.3%) of the respondents, however, claimed that 
their organization use world maps extensively in their 
publications. 

The respondents were then divided into two groups on 
the basis of whether or not their organization had adopted 
the Peters projection as the main world map used in theii 
publications. Twenty-five (69.4%) stated that they had 
adopted it as their main projection, and only eleven 
(30.6%) said they had not. 

The adopted group were then asked which map they 
had formerly used. Fourteen of the twenty-five (56%) 
claimed to have used the Mercator projection (two respon· 
dents did not name the projection but called it "the 
classical" projection or the "standard" projection: it is 
assumed they meant the Mercator). Only one other 
respondent attempted to put a name to the projection 
previously used (Mollweide). Five (20%) stated that they 
used which ever projection was available, but gave no 
named examples. Three (12%) said that they had not 
previously used world maps and three gave no answer. 

Those adopting the Peters projection were then asked 
a series of questions concerning the projection itself. They 
were asked to state what advantages they felt the Peters 
projection to have over other world map projections, for 
the presentation of information concerning Third World 
issues. The replies fell into five basic categories: 

i) It is an equa1 area projecti-on ( 48%). 
ii) It provides a better representation of the relative 

importance of the Third World countries (24%). 
iii) It eliminates a "Eurocentric" world view and replaces 

it with a view in which the Third World is more 
centrally placed (32%). 

iv) It is distinctive and therefore provokes reaction and 
thought (36%). 

v) Use of the projection is a political statement in itself 
(4%). 

However, a substantial number of the adapters (68%) 
also believed that the projection had certain disadvantages. 
These included: 

i) Unfamiliarity of their readers with the projection 
(32%). 

ii) Distortion (32%). 
iii) Europe was still shown in a central position on the 

standard Peters projection ( 4%). 



Fig. 1 Peters Projection 

Fig. 2 Eckert IV Projection 
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One respondent even stated that a "better" projection 
was available (Eckert IV) and that his/her organization 
used it on occasions. 

Of the adopter group, a substantial number {56%) 
admitted to extracting limited areas from the global 
projection to use as regional maps. Only one of these 
respondents noted that this was poor cartographic 
practice, but claimed to use extracts for purely design 
reasons. 

Of the group which did not adopt the Peters projection 
as their main world map, only one named the projection 
which they did use: the Mercator projection (they admitted 
that it has many disadvantages in terms of its use for 
Third World issues, but continued to use it because of its 
easy availability). The remaining ten respondents used 
various (unnamed) global projections or used regional 
maps only. 

It is interesting to note that of the original thirty-six 
respondents, only four {11.1%) declared that they receive 
advice from a professional involved in cartography. Of this 
small group, three had adopted the Peters projection as 
their main world map. It is also worth noting that in only 
30.5% of the organizations did the final say on which type 
of map should be used in the publication rest with the 
publications officer/ editor or a publications committee 
alone. In some cases total control rested with the authors/ 
project staff producing a publication {11.1%) or with the 
organization's director (25% ). 

Discussion 
It is clear from the survey that a significant number of 

the UK NGOs involved in Third World issues have adopted 
the Peters projection. Among this group are most of the 
major organizations with a high public profile. 

The perceived advantages of adopting the projection 
seem to fall into two basic categories. Firstly, fundamental 
cartographic attributes which are regarded as improve
ments on existing projections. And secondly, the fact that 
it is a very distinctive and unusual projection. 

The perceived cartographic advantages of the Peters 
projection are associated with the claims that it is equal
area (and as such does not distort the importance of 
certain parts of the globe relative to others), and that it 
is not Eurocentric. None of the other advantages of the 
projection as proposed by Peters ( 1983) are mentioned 
(for example, the importance of true north-south and 
east-west directions). This indicates that certain mis
conceptions or lack of knowledge about other available 
projections may be involved in decisions to adopt Peters. 
As Bain {1984) points out, a whole family of equal-area 
projections exist (none of which appear to be any more or 
less Eurocentric than the standard Peters projection) and 
which have the advantage of being less distorting of 
continental shapes than Peters. 

Thus on purely cartographic grounds the perceived 
advantages do not appear valid. The reasons for this may 
lie in the way that the Peters projection has been promoted. 
Most of the criticism of alternatives has focused on the 
Mercator projection, with emphasis on its past and present 
importance in the maintenance of a "eurocentric geo
graphical world concept" (Peters, 1983). The available 
equal-area projections are dismissed because of their lack 
of a rectangular grid with parallel lines of latitude and 
longitude. Given that this latter point does not appear to 
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concern the NGOs that have adopted Peters (in most cases 
they have removed the grid in their publications), the 
advantages they perceive the projection as having, could 
equally well apply to a number of other equal-area 
projections. 

The other perceived advantage of the Peters projection, 
is that it is very distinctive; a product of the distortion of 
the continents inherent in the projection. It provides a 
"world view" that is sufficiently unlike the global maps 
commonly seen, and as such may have some value in 
generating reaction and thought about the issues it is 
being used to illustrate. However, it must be noted that 
while over a third of the adapters made this point, similar 
numbers saw their readers' unfamiliarity with the 
projection, and the degree of distortion, as disadvantagous. 

The results indicate that the decisions to adopt the 
Peters projection are probably based on very restricted 
knowledge of cartography and on intuition regarding the 
value of its distinctive "image". This is supported by the 
fact that very few of the organizations receive advice from 
professionals involved in cartography. 

In conclusion, it would appear that the large scale 
adoption of the projection owes more to its promotion by 
Peters and his supporters as the product of a revolutionary 
"new cartography", than to a careful consideration of the 
advantages and disadvantages of various projections. It has 
become accepted as the ideologically correct map to use, 
based on subjective claims by Peters {1983) that it" ... 
alone can demonstrate the parity of all the peoples of the 
earth." This is reflected in the words of one of the 
adapters, that "The use of the Peters projection is a state
ment in itself." 
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SATELLITE MAPS FOR DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

Nearly 600 participants attended the Swedish Carto
graphic Society's annual "Map Days", held this year in 
Kiruna, northern Sweden from March 25 to 27. 

During this event, it was announced at a press confer
ence that an agreement had been reached between the 
Swedish Land Survey and Satimage to set up a programme 
of satellite map production at Kiruna. These two organiza
tions will market the maps jointly, particularly in 
developing countries. 

SPOT will be used to produce the basic material for 
these maps because of its image sharpness and stereoscopic 
picture capabilities. The company Satimage receives SPOT 
data and carries out digital image processing, and inter
pretation. To these procedures the Swedish Land Survey 
will add its experience in producing maps. The new work
ing agreement in Kiruna will lead to a product unique in 
the world today. 

A number of seminars are to be held in countries in 
eastern and southern Africa, where the group's proposals 
will be developed to comply with the needs of the 
respective countries. In many cases the existing maps of 
these countries are too old to be of use today. 

[After a report in The International Journal of 
Aerial and Space Imaging, Remote Sensing and 

Integrated Geographical Systems Volume 1, 
No. 1, 1987] 

AM/FM TODAY 

AM/FM Today is the first regional conference organized 
by the European Division of AM/FM International and is 
the ideal forum to bring together newcomers to, and those 
already experienced in, this rapidly advancing technology. 
The conference objectives are to review current progress 
in the application of automated mapping and facilities 
management in the British Isles today and to promote the 
wider integration and development of graphical informa
tion systems and business management systems. 

The conference is aimed at all users of geographically 
referenced business information, including central govern
ment, local authorities, utilities, architects, contractors, 
emergency services, commerce and all others requiring 
spatially referenced information. 

AM/FM International is a non-profit making organiza
tion solely dedicated to exploring and expanding auto
mated mapping and facilities management (AM/FM) 
technology. 

Information on the conference, which is to be held on 
29/30 March 1988, may be obtained from AM/FM Today 
Conference, Westrade Fairs Ltd, 28 Church Street, 
Rickmansworth, Herts WD3 lDD. 

MEEI'INGS 

Photogrammetric Society 

10 March 1988 

MODELLING FOR TERRAIN VISUALIZATION 
By T J .M. Kennie and R. McLaren 
At the Department of Surveying, University of Newcastle 
at 5.00pm. 
The speakers will present the paper they gave in London 
on 16 February. Joint meeting with the British Carto
graphic Society. 
Convenor: I. Newton (091-232 8511 ext 2446) 

15 March 1988 

STEREOSCOPIC SUPERIMPOSITION FOR DIGITAL 
PLOTTING AND MAP REVISION 
By Prof. Dr 0. Kolbl 
At the Geological Society, London at 6.30 pm. 
The speaker has collaborated with Wild Heerbrugg Ltd in 
the development of a superimposition device for the new 
S9-AP analytical plotter. 

29 March 1988 

PHOTOGRAPHIC ARCHNES IN THE 
UNITED KINGDOM 
At the Geological Society, London. 
A one-day meeting will focus attention on collections of 
aerial and close range survey photography and on problems 
associated with their establishment, management and 
access. 
Convenor: W.M. McKay (0672-63000) 

15 April1988 

STATISTICAL CONCEPTS AND THEIR APPLICATION 
IN PHOTOGRAMMETRY AND SURVEYING 
A half-day tutorial by M.A.R. Cooper and Prof. P.A. Cross 
At the University of Birmingham 
Numbers limited. Administrative a"angements: 
Dr M.W. Grist (0732-864111) 

Remote Sensing Society 

29 March 1988 

REMOTE SENSING INSTRUMENTS FOR THE FUTURE 
By Dr D. Williams 
At Imperial College, London 
(01-211 3510) 

5 May 1988- All day 

REMOTE SENSING IN THE METEOROLOGICAL 
OFFICE 
Convenor: Mr C. Collier 
At Met Office College, Shinfield, Reading (0344420242) 

25 May 1988 - All day 

VEGETATION INDICES AND THEIR 
INTERPRETATION 
Convenor: Dr M. Steven 
At University of Nottingham ( 0602-5 0610 1) 
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