
Editorial
‘Between a rock and a hard place’ — Mapping Places in a
Volatile World

That publishers of general reference and educational
maps and atlases are keen to maintain their image
as purveyors of up-to-date, factual information goes
without saying. To do this, however, they must
walk the political ‘tightrope’ carefully. They have to
re-present the world of political places and spaces
for their readers, and this inevitably brings with
it controversy and issues of choice or compromise.
We were recently reminded of this problem in an
eloquent address by David Miller, Senior Carto-
graphic Editor at National Geographic (presented at
‘Cartography 2003’).1 David reviewed the problems
facing map producers in a volatile political world
in which national boundaries and regimes were
subject to rapid changes. The need to keep abreast
of change, especially during periods such as the
post-socialist reorganization of the political land-
scape of East–Central Europe and Central Asia,
represents a signi�cant challenge. The re-drawing
of national boundaries in the Balkans, ever a head-
ache for politicians and cartographers over recent
centuries, was discussed as a case study. David drew
particular attention, however, to the problems of
disputed territories and geopolitical domains. He
focused on several issues, including the division of
Cyprus, and the labelling of maritime areas, such
as those between Japan and the Korean peninsula.
David related how both Japanese and Korean
governments seek to in�uence major map pro-
ducers into accepting their nomenclature for the
sea between their territories (called the ‘East Sea’
by Koreans and ‘Sea of Japan’ by the Japanese).
David related the types of compromise solutions to
which publishers resort to deal with these issues.

However, a compromise solution is not always
possible or easy to achieve, as exempli�ed by the
controversy that dogged HarperCollins earlier this
year. In early September, Aljazeera, the Arab news
agency, noted that Jerusalem is labelled as the
‘national capital’ of Israel in The Collins Mini
Atlas of the World, despite the fact that it is not
formally recognized as the capital by the United
Nations, and most foreign governments locate their
diplomatic missions in Tel Aviv instead.2 They
reported that the UK’s ‘Islamic Human Rights
Commission’, was demanding an apology from

HarperCollins, on the basis that labelling Jerusalem
as the capital was ‘contrary to international law’ and
legitimized ‘. . .the Israeli occupation of Palestine’.
The demand for an apology was supported by a
range of other, UK-based, pro-Palestinian organ-
izations, including the ‘Muslim Public Affairs
Committee’ (MPAC) and the ‘Palestinian Return
Centre’ (PRC).

HarperCollins’ defence was to state that they
were ‘aware of the sensitivities around this issue’
and adopted the same approach as ‘the majority of
cartographic companies and publishers around the
world . . . [that is] to show the capital nominated by
the nation state and the de facto situation.’ They
pointed out that they treated Israel no differently
to any other state and that Jerusalem has been
shown as the capital in HarperCollins atlases since
the mid-1950s (note: Jerusalem was ‘proclaimed’
the capital by the Israeli Knesset in 1950). A quick
glance at atlases published by other major players
in the reference atlas world does indeed show that
most do adopt this approach. HarperCollins also
pointed out that, where scale permits, they give
equal weighting to the Hebrew (Yerushalayim)
and the Arabic (El Quds) forms of the names for
the city.

The episode points to the sort of problems facing
the cartographic community in a volatile political
world. For HarperCollins and other major atlas
publishers to have ignored the de facto position
of Jerusalem as the Israeli capital would not help
their readers to be informed of a political reality;
but to con�rm the Israeli position could be,
and has been conceived as a form of ‘cartographic
precedent’, in which an ‘authorized’ image of
‘reality’ is created in direct contrast to the position
of most of the international community. It is
perhaps too easy to re�ect on this issue from the
comfort of the editorial chair, but it is clear that
map publishers must consider seriously the social and
political impact of the cartographic project — we
live in a world in which individuals and groups are
becoming more and more media savvy, and educated
(at least super�cially) in the ‘deconstruction’ of a
wide range of geopolitical ‘texts’, of which maps are
but one important form. To ignore their concerns
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would be dangerous, to fob them off with stock
answers or concede to their demands, equally so.
The answer must be to ‘inform’ and educate,
perhaps by providing some formal explanatory text,
even if this means the sacri�ce of precious space.
Cartographic publishers are indeed caught ‘between
a rock and a hard place’.

40 (3): FROM PTOLEMY TO TOUCH

This issue of the journal is an interesting hybrid;
while it retains elements of a standard issue, it also
contains a substantial part devoted to a ‘special
issue’ format. This latter section is the Survey
devoted to the topic of ‘Tactile Mapping’ and I am
grateful to Jonathan Rowell and Sarah Morley for
providing a guest editorial explaining the origins and
importance of this collection of papers. The papers
are all derived from presentations given at the
Second International Conference on Tactile Diagrams,
Maps and Pictures in 2002. As a participant at the
conference I am aware of the importance of this
collection and the need to disseminate knowledge
about tactile mapping to a wider audience, and I
would personally like to thank the all of the authors

for agreeing to use The Cartographic Journal as
the vehicle for expressing their ideas, and to Sarah
and her team at National Centre for Tactile Diagrams
(NCTD) for organizing such an excellent event. I
am also very grateful to Jonathan for the immense
amount of work he put into helping me collate
and edit the collection, and to Andrew Tatham for
his insightful introductory paper.

The other main-line papers in this issue re�ect
the eclectic nature of contemporary research in carto-
graphy. From map generalization, in Lars Harrie’s
paper, via a reconstruction of Ptolemy’s coordinate
system for Greece by Tsotsos and Savviades, to
cultural mapping of coral reefs by Feinberg et al.

Peter Vujakovic (Editor)
Canterbury Christ Church University College,

UK
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