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Maps and Society

BACKGROUND:
Propelled into cartography and GIS


had some training  but my area had been quite different


taught (and learned) that maps and mapmaking are objective, scientific


now astounding technologies – seen as ultimate step in scientification of the map



yet the more versed I have become with mapping,




the more I have come to reject view of the map as an objective representation

HISTORY:
The map as objective and objectifying was advanced during the Second World War

· effort to cast the study and construction of maps as a rigorous intellectual activity

· and to position cartography in the academy

Ironically, the war that produced the need for cartographers and promulgated the enduring view of maps as objective was arguably a consequence of maps that were far from objective


geopolitik school used maps skillfully to demonstrate injustice of Versailles



academic leaders of geopolitik emphasized importance of cartographic honesty, 



but complexities of history and culture almost certainly precluded objective maps



(not only in this particular case but in general)

Ascending to power due to popularity of geopolitik, Hitler mapped spheres of influence 


an effort to convince U.S. that he had no ambitions in the Western Hemisphere


notes in margins of German map of South America revealed true aggressive designs 



and served as basis for Roosevelt speech, which carried U.S. into war
         (only later did it come to light that map was forgery by British intelligence)
MAPPING REALITY:
Maps undeniably shape our perceptions and understanding

Yet we are not only a society of map usersbut of map makers
    (largest map-making institution in the world is the U.S. Bureau of the Census)

and as map makers, maps reflect collective understanding, perceptions, and social
        and political values

One source of power of maps is visual character
    (Tufte said, “If a picture isn’t worth a thousand words, the hell with it!)
Yet it is circularity of cause & effect, recursive character, that give maps remarkable power
   (Margaret Atwood observes that, “Maps . . . contain the ground that contains them.”)
In his book Landscape and Memory, historian Simon Schama promotes the thesis that landscape is a dynamic construct of cognition and perception


that, in effect, landscape does not exist independent of human thought and experience


editor of Ronald Reagan’s memoirs notes that the former president was a remarkable raconteur who grabbed an interesting story, injected himself into the story, and with the telling and retelling, quickly came to believe the story as personal experience

Like Reagan’s stories, the map becomes believable with repeated exposure and, in Schama’s vernacular, not only becomes the memories that articulate the landscape,  but becomes the landscape

The underlying physical landscape is no longer of any real consequence save as it is defined and shaped by the map.

· Map that Columbus imposed on new world was outline of what it was to become

· maps of American prairie did not show native habitation, only land free for taking

· Israel legitimized claim to West Bank and Gaza with profusion of place names on 
   hastily published maps
Visiting Disney World’s Tomorrow Land with my children this past spring, I observed that the sleek chrome geometries that once must have projected a nearly unimaginable future looked like bizarre historical relics


Nonetheless, Disney CEO Michael Eisner recently gave up on an effort to recast Tomorrow Land, quipping that the future is in Montana


We are drawn increasingly to what we envision as the old-fashioned amenities of rural lifestyles (as one indication, consider the profusion of popular magazines like Country Living, Country Home , and Country Journal


while, connected by the Internet, we spend our working hours and an increasing amount of our leisure in cyberspace


Even social interaction is being replaced by virtual interactions of chat rooms and on-line wine and cheese parties

While I continue to teach with and about these amazing technologies, I also spend an increasing amount of effort in the classroom and out trying to help my students understand how the technology affects their lives as individuals and as members of complex social and political systems and how, in turn, their lives will affect and inform those systems

Whether or not the future is in Montana and whether or not the Internet is the penultimate step toward William Gibson’s virtual reality, I have no doubt that the Internet will influence indelibly and at a number of levels the world views of the present and future generations of students

