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Livingmaps Network was set up three years ago by a 
graphic artist and an urban ethnographer who by different 
routes had arrived at this same conclusion, or rather point 
of departure. Like many people we felt that the promise 
of critical cartography would only be fulfilled if the 
conceptual, aesthetic, technical and political dimensions 
of the project were brought together and embedded 
in participatory forms of community mapping. In our 
programme of lectures, seminars, screenings and walks, 
we have explored some of the key theoretical conditions 
and practical limits of such an enterprise with the help of 
artists, academics and activists who are conducting cutting 
edge experiments in the field of counter-mapping. Our 
flagship project, to create a Citizen’s Atlas of London, 
has challenged us to push the boundaries of the mappable 
beyond social realism without losing touch with actual 
social trends and sheering off into the purely imaginary. 
In this project we are as interested in capturing citizen’s 
visions of the future city, as depicting their memoryscapes 
and present interactions with the built environment.

Still the fact remains that the demographic of our 
now quite extensive network is heavily weighted towards 
people working in the arts and humanities; professional 
cartographers remain distinctly under represented. That 
was why, and with some trepidation, I pitched up at the 
annual conference of the Society of Cartographers/British 
Cartographical Society last year to talk about our work, 
and in particular the Citizen’s Atlas. It was an entirely 
hospitable occasion, with many interesting presentations, 
but at the end of it, I could not help but feel that there really 
still are two cultures of cartography, one heavily focussed 
on its sophisticated digital technology for producing 
functional maps, and the other primarily concerned with 
using mapping, whether as model or metaphor, as an 
adjunct to research and debate in the human sciences, 
or as a vehicle of political activism. Of course there are 
initiatives, for example in the emergent field of digital 
humanities, which attempt to bridge that divide, but the 
distance between, say, Rebecca Solnit’s Atlas projects, 
Common Ground’s Millennial Project or the late William 

Bunge’s ‘expeditionary geography’ (key inspirations for 
our Citizen’s Atlas ) and the work of the Ordnance Survey 
remains as great as ever. 

We could just say that they are trying to do different 
things and leave it at that. After all cartogrammers who 
use algorithms to visualise big quantitative data sets 
are not likely to find much common ground with ethno-
cartographers who make a qualitative study of cognitive 
maps and are concerned to capture locally situated 
structures of feeling and knowledge. Nevertheless there 
are many points of inter-connection between these 
different scales of representation, as there are indeed 
between the global and local. For example, the use of GPS 
in indigenous cartographies, raise issues that require inputs 
from both technical specialists and cultural geographers. 
One of the problems is the negative view each side has 
of the other: ‘techie nerds’ versus ‘arty farties’ just about 
sums it up. There are still too few people who can move 
with confidence from discussing the operational niceties of 
different open source platforms, to debating the knowledge 
claims or aesthetic merits of particular cartographic genres. 

There is clearly no easy bridging the gap between the 
‘two cultures’. We are dealing with different territories of 
knowledge as well as different methodologies for mapping 
them. Differences in scale inevitably imply differences 
in scope and mode of address. Nevertheless scoping and 
scaling, considered as everyday cartographic activities 
(we do them every time we plan a journey) are always 
connected and as intimately linked as the local and the 
global. It was in order to create a platform in which the 
dialogue between different approaches to cartography 
could be actively pursued that we recently established 
Livingmaps Review, a free online journal which brings 
together many different kinds of contribution, from 
lengthy articles to short commentaries, from experimental 
audio-visual pieces to book and exhibition reviews. We are 
especially keen to encourage contributions from people 
who make maps for a living, reflecting on their working 
practices and the wider context. 

WHEN THE MAP IS NOT THE TERRITORY:  
SOME REFLECTIONS ON CARTOGRAPHY’S TWO CULTURES
Phil Cohen

Abstract
If the art and science of cartography are once more in productive conversation, as equal partners in 
a continuing dialogue about the nature of the world and its spatial representation, we largely have to 
thank all the geographers, anthropologists and neuroscientists who, over the past two decades have 
insisted on the always a close, if dialectical, relation between navigation and narration, the imagination 
or remembrance of a journey and the precise calculation of the course to steer.

SOC_Bulletin_vol_50.indd   57 22/05/2017   09:05



58 SoC BULLETIN Vol 50

Biography
Phil Cohen is the research director of LivingMaps 
Network and an Emeritus Professor of Cultural Studies 
at the University of East London. He is an urban 
ethnographer turned cultural geographer. He started using 
mapping methods in working with young people in East 
London about their sense of place, identity and belonging. 
Amongst his publications are Knuckle Sandwich: Growing 
up in the Working Class City (1978); Rethinking the Youth 
Question: education, labour and cultural studies (1990); 

London’s Turning: the making of Thames Gateway (2006); 
Finding the Way Home: young people’s sense of place, 
gender and ethnicity (2007) and On the Wrong Side of 
the Track: East London and the Post-Olympics (2013). 
Reading Room Only: memoir of a radical bibliophile 
was published by Five Leaves in 2013 and Graphologies, 
a collection of poetry and prose by Mica Press in 2014. 
Material Dreams: maps and territories in the un/making 
of modernity, is forthcoming from Palgrave Macmillan.
http://www.livingmaps.org.uk/wordpress/

SOC_Bulletin_vol_50.indd   58 22/05/2017   09:05




