
25 YEARS ~ WHERE NOW? 

John Robertson 

The following is a personal view of cartographic education, which parallels the first 25 years of the So
ciety of University Cartographers. These are personal views, and other members of staff at Oxford 
Polytechnic would probably express different views. 

Introduction 

Twenty five years of the Society of University C~ 
graphers (SUC) were enthusiastically celebrated at the 
Milton Keynes Summer School. 1\venty five years is also 
the approximate period of existence for many of today's 
courses in Cartography, eg Luton, Oxford and Glasgow. Al
though much has been achieved, cartographic education 
stands at a vital crossroads with the advent of computers 
and GIS. It is time to review the situation. The key ques
tion is "where are we going?" Do we know? I am not sure 
that we do. 

Status 
Difficulties arise from the ongoing lack of professional 

status for Cartography. Even the attitudes of other aca
demic staff reflect a rather 'poor relation' image. They are 
often not convinced that Cartography is a real academic 
subject. Indeed some will openly regard it as 'Mickey 
Mouse'. But Cartography may not be alone in that regard. 
In a recent novel it was asserted that 'there was more Mic
key Mouse in Academia than in the whole of Disneyland' 
(Rivers, 1987). 

In many ways cartography is still trying to establish it
self in the public eye. People often have only a hazy notion 
of what we do. "What is that you teach, photography?" 
Even when they are aware of maps their linkage to the map 
producer is equally vague. This can be expressed in the 
words of a poem (Actually a song but we don't have sing
ing jomnals yet). 

'People ask me what do I do 

How do I spend my day 
I'm away from nine till five 
What do I do anyway 
I tell them I'm a cartographer 
They always say ''What's that?" 
I tell them I'm a cartographer 
A man who makes a map 

"A man who makes a map" they say 
What a funny thing to do 
"A man who makes a map" they say 
'1 would just buy one if I were you" 
(J.C. Roberlson) 

Even my current Head of Deparlment, a Ovil Engin
eer by profession and not bigoted by any means, has still 
asked in all seriousness, "Is there an academic basis for Car-

JohnRobertson isaLectiUef' in Cartography, Oxford Polytechnic. 
[TIW paper was origiMlly presented at the SUC Summer School, 
MiltonKeynes, 7tltSeptember 1989]. 

sue BULLETIN Vol23 No 1 

tography?" It is not always easy to articulate the necessary 
response. He has an open mind. He is prepared to be con
vinced. But isn't it a little sad that he NEEDS to be 
convinced? 

What, How, Why 
Those involved in teaching cartography know WHAT 

they teach. It is mainly a matter of syllabus construction. 
Endless articles on 'Cartography at'....... Oxford, Luton, 
Melbourne, Omopoggo University etc.... testify to that. 
Subject to individual variations they know HOW to teach 
the material. After all, just like driving, we are AIL bril
liant teachers! We are certainly better than anyone else we 
listen to, because they have faults. But do we really know 
WHY? No doubt some will turn to the aims and objectives 
stated in submissions to CNAA as being evidence that they 
do. But these are often stated in very pompous terms, and 
drafted together in a peculiar form of academic jargon. You 
know the sort of thing: 

MODULEXYZ 
''The student should achieve an 1Ulderstanding of the basic 
principles of cartographic representation of spatially orien
tated data and its subsequent percepto-psycho recognition by 
actual or potential users, with particular regard to any 
possible d.iscmdance that may occur during the ensuing ap
plication process" 

Fine. But does that mean in actual teaching? Usually 
any interpretation one wants to make of it. Syllabi are sel
dom the children of academic purity. Limits are imposed 
by time, cost, equipment, and, especially, the abilities and 
interests of the staff available. Also, after ten years of a ba
sically anti-education Government, reduced resources have 
led to much of the C<H)J)el'ation with service subjects disap
pearing. It is 'man mind thyself' and the defence of Full 
Tune Equivalents (the nwnbers game), hence funds and 
sometimes jobs. But much of the lack of direction in edu
cation stems from a wider difficulty of definition of 
cartography and its professional stabls. 

In Times Past 
Looking back over some material I had written at in

tervals, some of the quotes or queries cOuld still be made 
today. The problems are not new, though some may well be 
exacerbated. By no means do I claim to be any sort of all 
seeing 'Guru of Cartography', but there is an ominous con
sistency of statements made in various places at various 
times. For example: 

'How many geographers consider themselves to be 
overall authorities on maps, without whose aid they would 
never be produced?' (Robertson, 1965) . 
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'If you are thinking of launching into a career in Car
tography, be warned! There is no well defined beaten track 
to follow. You will have to hack your own way through the 
scrub and bushes of ignorance and prejudice.' (Robertson, 
1967) 

'This lack of appreciation of cartographic principles is 
both rather widespread and disturbing ...... There is a great 
need for a crusade from the cartographic front into the ranks 
of the visual applicators to instal in them the principles of 
the discipline.' (Robertson, 1968) 

'It must also be faced that the market is, by the nature 
of the high degree of specialisation involved, extremely 
limited. Thus any duplicity between courses at various In
stitutions and/or over supply of graduates would seriously 
weaken the standing of cartography ..... to say nothing of 
being extremely unfair to the graduates themselves.' (Ro
bertson, 1976) 

'The very concepts of education and/or training are in 
themselves fundamental. Training implies an ability to per
form a set function without the necessity of understanding 
either the ins and outs of the operation or the place of that 
function within the total framework. Dogs, horses and mon
keys can be trained. It is not possible to educate them. 
(Exceptions may be made for Lassie, Mr Ed and Cheetah!). 
To educate means to instil an understanding of the concepts 
involved, to put learning processes to work and to permit 
possible innovations and advances.' (Robertson, 1977) 

"There then is a very clear message for cartography and 
cartographers if they are prepared to listen to it and act ac
cordingly. Some hidebound attitudes may well have .to be 
discarded and some brave steps taken into a future largely 
unknown .... (Robertson, 1978) 

'Again there is evidence of lack of cohesion in both 
cartography and education ... .it is an uphill struggle as each 
educational institute battles for survival and is therefore re
luctant to give up ... any courses whilst students continue to 
enrol.' (Robertson, 1984) 

Getting There 
Why has Cartography arrived at this position? Why, 

after twenty five years as, at least in some quarters, a rec
ognised academic subject, do the graduates produced from 
the system suffer, in the main, from being classed as second 
class citizens? The British Cartographic Society (BCS) 
must shoulder some of the blame. It was the Society that 
could have, and should have, put Cartography in Britain on 
a professional basis. That they didn't was in some measure 
due to concerted opposition by other professions, particu
larly geographers. But the nature of development over time 
of the BCS was also a contributing factor. 

Firstly there was the 'era of the Brigadiers'. No prob
lems for them. They were 'officers and gentlemen' and 
therefore people of good standing by right But they did 
little to enchance the position of the 'troops'. Also domi
nant was the OS attitude that only they produce REAL 
mapping. Anything else is a Toytown Assembly Kit which 
only has credence if it has label 'Based on the Ordnance 
Survey by kind permission of ..... ' 

They were followed by the 'giants of industry', many 
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of them men of great ability and long experience. But once 
again they were in a comfortable personal position with ex
pense accounts and directorships beckoning and didn't 
have the need to strive for overall standing of the profes
sion. 

Latterly BCS has been the stage for members of the 
academic world Certainly efforts by such as John Keates 
and Michael Wood must be regarded as notable and signi
ficant. But the main result was to galvanise the people in 
the industry to get moving and upgrade courses etc. An im
portant achievement, but they have not managed to 
convince the world at large. 

Upgrading 
In any case, is the continual upgrading of qualifications 

necessarily the answer? An example can be taken from sur
veying. In the early days people bashed in pegs for a couple 
of years or so whilst training on the job to eventually 
become a Licensed Surveyor. Then it was decided that a 
Certificate Course was required; then a Diploma; then an 
Ordinary Degree and eventually an Honours Degree. This 
is fme if supply equals demand. But if competition between 
levels culminates in overproduction at any level, graduates 
end up taking lesser demanding, and lower paid, jobs des
pite their qualifications. In the meantime, the person of 
lower academic ability, who may have been quite happy 
bashing in the pegs, hasn't got a job at all. Thus the system 
produces two types of dissatisfied people. 

This could equally apply to Cartography and I fmd it 
disheartening to consistently meet graduates of three to five 
years ago who have now opted out of the industry. Com
plaints usually are a lack of any career structure and a 'flat' 
salary profile. When an Honours graduate with three years 
experience is earning £8600, even in a genuine part of the 
cartography industry, something is wrong. It is not the fault 
of the employer - they have to survive in a fiercely compe
titive world where people are not really prepared to pay for 
maps. 

Aims and Needs 
The~ fore it could be questioned whether there is room 

for an Honours course in 'traditional' cartography produc
ing large numbers. Yet the question of numbers as related 
to job availability produces glaring examples of Institu
tional immorality. I have been told at other Institutions as 
well as my present one, that, quite frankly, it is 'not our 
worry' whether or not jobs are available at the conclusion 
of any particular course. I believe that it most certainly is if 
the course is classified as 'vocational'. This raises the con
tinued unresolved dilemma in Cartography of vocational 
versus educational, as well as technical versus academic. 
Cartography can be offered as ·art education course but it 
would be very different in aims, objectives, content and 
structure from those presently run. 

There really needs to be national.aims and targets par
ticularly in terms of overall numbers of graduates produced. 
But who is to set these targets? Who decides? If it were 
agreed that there was over supply, who closes? In theory 
CNAA should control this but that august body also dis-
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plays a propensity for a rather vague notions of what Car
tography is all about. Should it be the industry itself through 
BCS? Probably, but imagine returning from a conference 
to your own Institute saying it has been decided, by carto
graphers, to reduce the number of courses and this one 
should be deleted. Very popular! 

The attitude of individual Institutes in a 'market orien
tated' education industry is now ultra-competitive not 
cooperative. It is the second round of the Graduate FA Cup. 
It is Oxford VERSUS Luton. The winners meet Glasgow 
in the next round! Attempts have been made by SUC to in
stitute national training at technician level. But many 
members come from the 'wrong side of the academic blan
ket' and do not have the clout As a result they are not 
usually involved in planning and policy. This is very wrong 
as it undervalues their role. 

Progressive Studies 
Queensland are experimenting with a novel form of 

progressive education. If converted to Cartography it would 
mean that ALL students interested in Cartography would go 
to College A for two years. A certain number would qualify 
with a HND whilst the rest would progress to Polytechnic 
B for a year. Some would graduate with an Ordinary De
gree (or Diploma) whilst the remainder would go on to 
University C to emerge after a further year with an Honours 
Degree or go on to Post Graduate. There are many fasci
nating educational advantages to the system but it is almost 
impossible to even imagine British Institutions dovetailing 
to that extent, especially now. And what about 1992? By 
then maybe all cartographic education will be concentrated 
at Enschede. I do not necessarily propose this, but the ac
countants who now run education might. 

Society Membership 
BCS should have become, in part at least, the profes

sional society. Certain jobs should require 'capital M' 
Membership. Then educational aims and objectives could 
be much more clearly defmed. Australian cartography went 
through this phase in the late 70's. There were many, often 
acrimonious, debates within the Institute particularly from 
the entrenched draughtsman fraternity. It finally revolved 
round the Government gradings and the Civil Service Com
mission asked a fairly simple question 'What does a 
cartographer do that a draughtsman doesn't?' In the end 
computersiation of the mapping process provided the key. 
Job defmition then led to education aims, though it is inter
esting that today there are now no pure cartography degrees 
in Australia, but only cartographic streams within degrees 
in Land Information Systems. But the amount -of change 
over the last six years in the Cartography course at my pre
vious Institute, the Royal Melbourne Institute of 
Technology, contrasts with relatively slow change at my 
current one. 

Computers Are Magic 
Are computers and, in particular, GIS the answer? 

Maybe in part, but there are also dire warnings for Carto
graphy. Whilst the 'push button' boys chum out maps with 
seeming ease there are some dangerous precepts emerging. 
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The public are being conned into thinking that any map pro
duced by a computer, especially a complicated one, is 
'magic' and, by implication, correct Yet often the very 
basic principles of Cartography are blatantly ignored. A 
badly designed map will still be badly designed even when 
produced on a computer. Indeed easy choices of such items 
as lettering make an awareness of design principles more 
vital than ever. The old computer adage applies GIGO -
Garbage In, Garbage Out 

Direction 
Where is the direction that Cartography and carto

graphic education should be heading? Even the latest 
definition of Cartography by ICA could almost be a defin
tion of a GIS. Maybe this is correct as it could be considered 
that a map is a GIS! Are we back to age old problems where 
maps are merely tools? But tools are made by craftsman not 
fellow professionals. Old attitudes of a second class under
taking are emerging compounded by the computer men. 
Cartographic education is generally starting to move in that 
direction as evidenced by recent developments at Kingston 
and Luton. The latter has certainly long held a well 
deserved reputation for producing the kind of people the in
dustry wants, suggesting their direction may well be the 
right one. But I still feel haunted by the spectre of national 
over-production swelling the ranks of unemployed grad
uate cartographers. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, many of the difficulties for cartographic 

education are concomitant with the position of professional 
status. Those involved in cartography have a general feel
ing that it is a justifiable professional calling; but they have 
yet to convince others. Maybe I am wrong by even talking 
at Milton Keynes, or publishing in this journal. That is more 
or less preaching to the converted. Maybe this article 
should be aimed at journals for geographers, planners, en
vironmentalists and so on, persuading them as to the 
importance of cartography and cartographers. On an even 
wider basis there needs to be a sort of cartographic evan
gelical task force spreading the word 

Twenty five years of SUC has justifiably been a cel
ebration of achievement I regret adding a sour note that all 
may not be fine and dandy. But things change, recently very 
rapidly with the advent of computers. Education, if any
body, must be responsive to change. I have posed questions 
but not given many, if any, answers. But if one believes 
something to be the case, even though it might eventually 
be proven wrong, personal professionalism says 'stand up 
and be counted'. Divorcing professional status and educa
tional aims brings problems. Britain has by and large 
attempted to upgrade educational qualifications and hope 
professional recognition will somehow follow. This is the 
wrong way round and as a consequence over education for 
the existing, and immediately forseeable, market may well 
be taking place. 

Cartography had its glory days, even marked with 
Royal patronage, in the Age of Discovery. A famous name 
from that era was Christopher Columbus. But if you think 
about it, Columbus was a man who, when he set out didn't 
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know where he was going; when he got there, didn't know 
where he was; and when he got back didn't know where he 
had been. Is cartographic education in Britain in a similar 
situation? The reader may agree or disagree with my views 
as they see fit - but at least think about it! 
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