
Kitchin and Dodge (2007, pp.343) believe that maps can

be seen as ‘of the moment’, a depiction of the opinions and

relationships of their author and the society within which

they are created. They also state that maps and the

subsequent process of studying maps within cartography

is one whereby maps must be reconceptualised with

regard to their intended use. Harley (1989) believed that

maps were inherently imbued with the values and beliefs

of those creating them, and MacEachren (1995) built upon

this argument by stating that these points of view were

instilled into maps, and that how they are represented is

how you can see what a map is attempting to

communicate. Crampton (2003) makes a similar point by

arguing that as maps are made of the moment, then

previous maps can be seen as products of history, able to

act as microcosms displaying the socio-political

environment, as well as physical landscapes of a specific

time, according to the cartographer. It is clear that there is

a consensus that although maps may seem to be providing

the viewer with accurate representations of places, on

closer inspection the opinions and beliefs of their authors

may subversively or perhaps brazenly be represented

(Crampton, 2010).

Due to their effectiveness as representation tools,

maps have long since been associated with the

government. Crampton (2010, pp.63) stated the

‘emergence of the modern political state’ in the late

eighteenth century was pivotal in changing state mentality.

Crampton (2010, pp.63) uses the term ‘political economy’

to describe the state’s newly established concerns of

correctly assigning all forms of resources to create a more

functional society. Foucault (2007, pp.96) coined the term

governmentality when referring to a discourse undertaken

by the state which focused primarily on society’s

individuals, and their ‘relationships, bonds and complex

involvements with things like wealth, resources, means of

subsistence and of course the territory with its borders’. By

adopting governmentality as a way of thinking, maps

transformed – along with the views of the state – from

simple representations of territory and borders to

something better rounded. Maps essentially became an

almost God’s eye view of territory, representing the

relationships between individuals within society, space

and the resources within them (Wood and Fels, 1992).

Leszcyzynski (2012) stated that although the

production and dissemination of geographical information

(GI) had largely rested in the hands of the government,

there have been relatively recent changes that have

affected the ways in which GI is produced and spread.

Leszcyzynski (2012) identifies an ideological shift to

neoliberalism within governments as pivotal to changes in

the diffusion of where GI is produced and subsequently

circulated (Peck and Tickell, 2002). Barnett (2003) has

argued that the political and economic changes associated

with neoliberalism are what have led to the displacement

of governmental responsibility, to those acting within the

free market. Goodchild (2009) has referred to this change

as a rolling back of state responsibilities, which has

attributed to the rolling out of responsibility for non-state

actors, noting that the emergence of the geoweb has

coincided with this neoliberal restructuring of

responsibilities associated with the production and

circulation of GI. Leszcyzynski (2012) argues that there

has therefore been a shift in the political economy of GI,

which has allowed for non-state actors to effectively

produce entirely different uses for GI to those associated

with governmental mapping. Goodchild (2009) refers to

the geoweb as a phenomenon which consists of practices

whereby market actors produce online content based on

voluntary content which is created by users. Leszcyzynski

(2012) adds that companies such as Google have

capitalized on volunteered geographic information (VGI),

A STUDY EXAMINING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF COUNTER-
MAPPING PROCESSES AND THEIR ROLE IN THE PLIGHT OF
LONDON’S BLACK TAXI DRIVERS

Jake Norton

Abstract
This paper will attempt to provide an analysis on the representational power of maps, as well as the
history of their use. By doing so, it will provide a platform to analyze the effectiveness of counter-
mapping processes, and how they attempt to go against mainstream mapping and the representations
created. This essay will then examine some of the changes in contemporary political systems, which
been responsible in creating various avenues for counter-mapping projects. Finally, this essay will offer
a critical analysis on the idea of counter-mapping, with a focus on the ways in which London’s
traditional and iconic black taxi organisations and unions can fight against the hegemony of taxi
services such as Uber, and effectively reify their claim to London through the use of counter-mapping
processes.
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and have contributed to the emergence of what has become

known as Web 2.0, as well as the platform of networked

services and applications which accompany it (O’Reilly,

2005). Elwood (2009) describes VGI as consisting

predominantly of less formal types of GI, such as GPS

waypoints and geo-referenced digital photos, which are

often placed upon social networking applications that have

prospered on the platform which the geoweb has provided.

Arguably contemporary forms of VGI, and the formats in

which they are represented – i.e. Google maps –

effectively counter-map previous forms of mapping. They

have accomplished this by providing user-friendly

applications that provide an alternative to forms of GI such

as traditional atlases, for example. 

Google is not the only company to have profited

from the shift in the political economy of GI. Companies

such as Uber (a global taxi service) provide commuters

with taxi services through the use of a GPS-based

application on smart devices. The application - a true

product of the geoweb – bases routes on coordinates

received between GPS monitors within the cars of its

drivers, and the smart devices of those requesting a taxi

who have installed the required application. This service

also relies on the use of GPS such as Google maps, to

provide routes between destinations. Uber, amongst other

iTaxi firms, have established an almost hegemonic ruling

with regard to providing a taxi service. To examine the

idea of counter-mapping, the routes provided by GPS-

reliant taxi services such as Uber will be compared to that

of a London black taxi driver, in order to provide

alternative mapping. These maps will be examined in

relation to literature on counter-mapping which directly

relates to the Uber or black taxi debate, as well as wider

literature on counter-mapping as a process.

Though state and market actors have experienced

success in imbuing ideology within formatted

geographical information, it is not always the case. Much

like all ideological tools, maps have not always been

received in the way they were intended. Wood (2010,

pp.111) states that although presentation may be able to

‘inject the map into its culture,’ culture (and society) is not

obligated to accept what it depicts, regardless of how

subversive what it is attempting to portray is, or its

credentials. Counter-mapping describes the culture in

which various practices exist to essentially go against the

norm. As Rundstrom (2009, pp.314) states, those enacting

counter-mapping processes ‘seek to represent places in a

manner that not only counters the maps made by state and

corporate authorities but also reveals the hegemonic

politics inherent in those maps they are creating’. Wood

(2010) states that although counter-mapping exists in

many forms, it has been predominantly undertaken for two

Figure 1. 
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reasons. The next section will attempt to outline the

favoured uses of counter-mapping, while relating them to

the relevant case study, and wider academic literature.

Rundstrom (2009, pp.314) identifies counter-

mapping as a product of ‘postcolonial politics’, which

coincides with Wood’s (2010) first use of counter

mapping, as a tool to aid the struggles of indigenous

communities who are attempting to fight against the

hegemony imposed by the state. Rundstrom (2009,

pp.316) recognises the establishment of the indigenous

territory of Nunavut as a crucial victory for counter-

mapping and its ‘transformative and reifying power’.

Counter-mapping was undertaken by the indigenous

peoples occupying the Nunavut in an attempt, initially not

to regain territory that had essentially been taken from

them by the state, but to justify indigenous land-use rights

so that the state would not be able to further abuse the area

in search of resources. Wood (2010, pp.131) states that the

‘Inuit Land Use and Occupancy Project’ was key to not

only reclaiming sovereignty of the Nunavut region for the

indigenous peoples, but also in pioneering new and

effective counter-mapping techniques. The lack of formal

cartography within the indigenous society led to what is

known as map-biographies being created. These

biographies consisted of areas of importance -- based on

indigenous experience, such as areas which are fruitful for

hunting -- being plotted upon more conventional maps.

The ethno-cartography undertaken by those involved with

the Inuit Land Use and Occupancy Project highlighted the

ability of counter-mapping, not simply by halting further

indigenous exploitation, but by reifying their claim to the

Nunavut region (Wood, 2010, pp.131). When counter-

mapping is used in an attempt to reclaim land it can clearly

achieve its aims, but this is not always so. Wood (2010,

pp.316) argues that in some cases the discontent which can

be registered through counter-mapping projects can

exacerbate tensions between indigenous peoples and the

state. This has led to distrust from indigenous

communities, with the prospect of having to deal with the

potentially hidden political interests of NGOs, alongside

issues associated with using the tools and language of the

state, which may not benefit them in the end (Rundstrom,

2009). 

Indigenous counter-mapping does not always have to

operate to represent the claims of societies affected by the

state; it can be used to reify the claims of individuals to a

number of things. In the case of the iconic black taxis in

London, counter-mapping can be used to rework their

image to one which is more favourable. After Uber’s

general manager Jo Bertram claimed that London’s black
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taxis were ‘intent on holding London to ransom and

causing significant economic impact to Londoners’ (The
Guardian, 2014), these maps were created to compare the

effectiveness of the routes given by a GPS (like those

found in an Uber taxi) and the route given by a traditional

driver of a black taxi from memory. ‘Figure 1’ and ‘Figure

2’ show two approaches to get from Old Bailey, EC4 to

Grocers Hall EC2. ‘Figure 1’ is the route provided by

Google maps, and is the route undertaken by Uber drivers

who are dependant on GPS. This route advises the driver

to proceed down Old Bailey and to turn left on to St. Pauls

Churchyard. This is a illegal manoeuvre, and the driver

would need to use Limeburner Lane to avoid this issue.

‘Figure 2’ is the route provided by a black taxi driver,

taking a completely different route. The route provided by

the taxi driver avoids taking the route provided by Google

for a number of reasons, the first of which would be the

certainty of higher volumes of traffic on St. Paul’s

Churchyard and Cannon Street. Secondly the taxi route

takes advantage of Angel Street, which is a designated

black taxi only road. If an Uber taxi had attempted to take

a similar route after perhaps realizing that Old Bailey

operates on a one-way system, they would have to travel

up King Edward Street, through Montague Street, and

down St. Martin’s Le Grande. The route provided by

Google, based on logistical way-finding algorithms

seemingly provides the driver with the shortest and most

straightforward route, but in reality this is not the case. The

route provided by the black taxi driver not only avoids

illegal driving manoeuvres and high levels of traffic; by

doing so it also reaches the destination more quickly. 

‘Figure 3’ and ‘Figure 4’ depict the route taken

between Bowyer Place, SE5 and Lancaster Drive, NW3.

‘Figure 3’ provides the route given by Google maps, and

similarly to the route provided in ‘Figure 1’, it advises the

taxi driver initially to take a route that is not possible

without making an illegal manoeuvre. The Google route

advises the driver to take a right into Brixton Road, which

cannot be done without first driving through Kennington

Park Road, and Primer Street. ‘Figure 4’ is the alternative

black taxi route; as it can be seen, this route takes far fewer

main roads, and stays closer to the line between the two

points. The routes advised by Google in both ‘Figure 1’

and ‘Figure 3’ both advise the driver to perform illegal

driving manoeuvres, which may lead to penalty fares, or

endanger members of the public. The routes provided by

Google also tend to take main roads, which although

seemingly straightforward and logical, take the driver

through the busiest areas between both points. By

providing the seemingly more logical route, the Google

44 SoC BULLETIN Vol 49

Plate 1. An image from ‘Google maps’ showing that ‘Old Bailey’ is a one-way system (Google, 2015).
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map does not take into account local knowledge, such as

rush hour traffic, or traffic associated caused by children

being picked up from school. The routes provided by the

black taxi drivers utilize local knowledge of the roads in

London, meaning the routes taken are less busy, and less

popular, often taking the back streets to avoid traffic.

These routes also utilize bus lanes, as well as roads

designated for black taxi drivers. Even when the ill-

advised manoeuvres are not taken into account, the black

taxi routes are superior and reach the destination quicker,

for a lesser fare. The maps provided in ‘Figure 1’ to

‘Figure 4’ can be seen as a form of counter-mapping on

behalf of London’s black taxi drivers, in an attempt to

dispel negative publicity which has been associated with

them by leading competitors Uber. These maps do so by

highlighting the importance of local knowledge with

regard to way-finding, and although they do not

necessarily attempt to claim any lost territory, these maps

point out that although traditional black taxis are

associated with a higher cost, they can actually provide a

better service for a lesser fee. By justifying the need for

local knowledge with regard to taxi services, these maps

attempt to counter the recent hegemony in which Uber

have established in London with regard to taxi services

(The Guardian, 2014).

Wood (2010, pp.112) identifies protest maps as the

second main form of counter-mapping. Wood (2010,

pp.112) states that these maps ‘appear in three registers:

that of the office, that of the streets and that of the press’.

In the case of this study, it would be most prudent to

analyze that of the streets, and the press. As Wood (2010,

pp.112) states, within the register of the streets, maps are

either maps of protests, or maps which may direct people

to protests. With regard to the case study of London’s

black taxis, the register of the streets was fully engaged.

The United Cabbies Group (UCB) rallied hundreds of

black taxi drivers together in London outside the

headquarters of Transport for London in May 2015. This

protest was organised to dispute current policies regarding

unlicensed taxi firms, and newly created companies such

as ‘Uber’ in the name of public safety. Before the protest,

the UCB used social media applications such as Twitter

and Facebook to detail not only their reasoning, but also

the location of their protest (Field, 2015). When Wood’s

(2010, pp.112) register of the street is applied to this

example, it is clear that conventional maps of London were

used to direct attention to the protest, thus transforming

them essentially – to those who were interested – to maps

of protest. Secondly, the congestion caused by the protest

effectively disrupted the normal governmentally regulated
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flows of traffic, which meant diversions had to be set up to

bypass the area. This disruption effectively counter-

mapped the regular state approved use of the area, by

taking it out of the possible routes allowed, and essentially

the map of London. The protest undertaken by the UCB

against Transport for London was clearly effective as a

form of counter-mapping in the register of the streets,

while the protest occurred, the map of London effectively

changed, with those protesting restricting access to the

area of protest (Field, 2015). By protesting, the UCB

effectively instilled a sense of danger around Uber as a

company, as well imbuing London’s black taxis with a

feeling of safety. By doing so, Uber taxis became a symbol

of fear and distrust, and changed the map biographies of

London’s citizens, as it changed the way they interacted

with place (Wood, 2010). The representations associated

with TFL’s ‘map’ were counter-mapped by the UCB’s

protest, as notions of safety were replaced with distrust.

Conclusion
From this study it is clear counter-mapping exists as an

extension to conventional forms of cartography. By nature,

counter-mapping is therefore a process which is inherently

susceptible to the influence of those involved, with the

ideology instilled to forms of protest within counter-

mapping often being nonconformist. From analyzing the

work of Wood (2010) it is clear counter-mapping can be

used as a means to an end, and is most effective in the form

of aid to indigenous communities or individuals, or when

in the form of protest. As this study has shown, although

much of the work counter-mapping has achieved with

regard to indigenous communities has been based on

reclaiming lost land, it does not always have to be the case.

Wood (2010) framework has been applied in this study

when looking at the ways in which varying counter-

mapping processes can be applied to the plight of the

London black taxi driver. In many ways, the figures
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provided have essentially counter-mapped against the

negative perceptions associated with black taxi drivers,

highlighting the benefits of local knowledge to way-

finding as opposed to the GPS-dependant taxi services

such as Uber, who have been at the forefront of the slander.

By dispelling the negative perception of black taxis

through the use of these maps, they can be seen as

effectively countering the current hegemony of Uber by

attempting to reinstate their claim to London as indigenous

and an important part of its culture and identity. Wood’s

(2010) theory of protest mapping was successfully applied

again when looking at the nature of the protest rallies

undertaken by various black taxi unions across London.

Over the course of two protests the UCB effectively

counter-mapped the regular map of London by blocking

off access to various roads in central London, with almost

strike-like consequences. To do so effectively within the

register of the streets, the register of the press was

capitalized upon, by directing those interested in the

protests to them, providing maps to protest, while also

becoming maps of protest (Wood, 2010). Whether it is

through the format of protest mapping, or through creating

avenues for indigenous culture to reclaim what they deem

to be theirs, counter-mapping processes are an affective

toolset, and can play a crucial role. 
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