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Background Information 

Map Basics 

• A map is a symbolic representation of a place, drawn on a flat surface, and designed to

display specific characteristics about a place in a visual way. Different types of maps tell

us different things about a place, but all maps have a few common characteristics.

o All maps use symbols to represent information. Common map symbols include

dots for cities and towns; solid lines to represent borders, rivers, or roads; and

colors to represent a country’s area or geography. Symbols are defined in a map’s

legend, or key.

o All maps are models of a place, and many maps have a scale to indicate the

relationship between distances shown on the map and real distances on Earth.

Scales are commonly displayed as a graphic scale, or a horizontal line with

increments that translate distance on the map to miles, kilometers, or another unit

of measurement.

o A common feature on maps is a grid of numbered lines, called latitude and

longitude. These lines divide the world into imaginary sections.

▪ Lines of latitude run east to west, parallel to the Equator, while lines of

longitude run north to south, from pole to pole. Latitude and longitude are

measured in degrees.

▪ The Equator is zero degrees latitude, while the Prime Meridian is zero

degrees longitude. Lines of latitude and lines of longitude intersect to

create coordinates, which are used to find a place’s exact location in the

world.

o Other important map elements include a map’s title, author, date, and orientation.

A map’s title is important because it tells us what the map is depicting. A map’s

author and date are also important because they can inform the reader of a map’s

accuracy and/or its purpose. Orientation tells us direction on a map and is often

indicated by an arrow pointing north or a compass rose.

• Because of the Earth’s spherical shape, it is impossible to perfectly transfer the planet’s

surface to a flat map. Therefore, all maps suffer from some sort of distortion that alters

the size, shape, and relative location of places depicted on a map. The larger the area a

map covers, the greater its distortion will be.

• Projection refers to the way mapmakers, called cartographers, choose to depict a place

on a flat map and what characteristics they want to accurately represent. For example, on

a conical projection map, in which Earth is represented as a flattened cone, latitude lines

appeared curved while lines of longitude appear straight. The result is that areas between

the poles and the equator are accurately represented, while areas close to the equator or

poles are distorted. Conversely, in a cylindrical projection, where the earth is represented

as flattened cylinder, the areas near the equator are accurately depicted, but accuracy

decreases in areas closer to the poles.

• Maps are designed to display specific characteristics of a place, while omitting other

characteristics depending on the map’s intended purpose.
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o General reference maps show important physical features of an area, such as the 

locations of cities, roads, mountains, rivers, and coastlines. Their primary purpose 

is to summarize the landscape, and they are useful for a variety of purposes. 

o Thematic maps, on the other hand, only depict information on a specific topic or 

theme and are only useful for their specific purpose. An example of a thematic 

map could be the distribution of people’s average income in a city via 

neighborhood, or the regional distribution of primary languages in a country. 

o A plat or plat map is a special kind of map created by a licensed surveyor that 

depicts a tract of land divided into plots or tracts. These maps are drawn to scale 

and convey information such as property lines, easements, and the tract’s 

orientation. 

 

Critical Cartography 

 

• We often think of maps as scientific, objective, and accurate representations of the world. 

However, maps are highly selective in what they depict and what they leave out. Maps 

show us the world the cartographer wants us to see and therefore privileges the interests 

of those empowered to make maps. Critical cartography is an area of geography that 

recognizes maps as embodying power, privileging certain perspectives over others, while 

often presenting themselves as objective and neutral (Matthews, Alemy, and Hudzik 

2016; Briwa and Wetherholt 2020:162). 

o Today, most of us likely use maps in the form of GPS on our smart phones. We 

rarely consider who made the map the GPS app uses, where the geographical data 

came from, or what is included or omitted from the map. Critical cartography 

encourages us to ask these kinds of questions when it comes to mapping to 

challenge preexisting narratives or power dynamics perpetuated by maps. 

 

• We often unconsciously rely on maps to provide us with unquestioned facts about the 

world because maps present us with information that largely exceeds our vision or senses. 

We can never personally experience the depth of information summarized in maps 

because our own personal understanding of the world is so small in comparison. Maps 

convey what countless people in the past have seen, recorded, and mapped. To use a map 

is to bring into the present actions carried out in the past (Wood and Fels 1992:4-5, 14).  

 

• Because our perception of the world is formed by maps, the boundaries and symbols on a 

map are presented as just as real and sensible as things from the natural landscape, like 

rivers and mountains, even if what these boundaries and designations represent are 

arbitrary or imaginary (Wood and Fels 1992:7-8).  

o Take the plat map for example. The land depicted on the plat map is there but the 

land itself does not inherently mark ownership. Rather the map does, the map 

creates the property. Using critical cartography, we can ask how did this land 

become property? Who enforces such property ownership? How does the map 

define the land?  

 

• By thinking of maps as social constructions, we can recognize the interest people, 

organizations, or countries have in thinking about these lines and symbols as factual and 
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not arbitrary. Once it is acknowledged that the map creates and enforces these 

boundaries, it can no longer be accepted as something that is neutral or objective (Wood 

and Fels 1992:19). 

o All maps embody this problem. All maps inevitably and unavoidably embody the 

mapmaker’s prejudices, biases, and partialities (Wood and Fels 1992:23-24). 

 

• Ancient and medieval maps were usually made to serve symbolic purposes rather than 

accurately depict the world or be used as tools for navigation. However, since the 

European Enlightenment, cartography in Western culture has come to be seen as 

scientific and objective. While mapping did become more accurate and detailed during 

this period, to think of these maps as objective and neutral ignores the colonial context in 

which these maps were made (Wood and Fels 1992:18).  

o As European nations began to conquer and colonize parts of North and South 

America, there was need for accurate maps of coastlines, rivers, harbors, and 

ports, as well as of the continental interior.  

 

• Early maps of North America relied on the knowledge of Indigenous people. There is 

evidence that geographical knowledge was passed from Indigenous people guides and 

captives to European explorers and cartographers. Indigenous geographic knowledge was 

eventually incorporated into European-made printed maps. Without the contributions of 

Indigenous people to these maps, the mapping of the Americas by Europeans would have 

developed more slowly. Colonial era maps represent the colonial encounter/exchange as 

Indigenous people came in contact with Europeans (Harley 2001:170-171). 

 

• These maps, created through Indigenous people and European colonial encounters, were 

eventually used to erase and displace Indigenous people from the landscape. 

o Place names, or toponyms, are an important part of peoples’ cultural identity. 

Taking away Indigenous toponyms and renaming places in the language of the 

colonizer is an act of political dispossession (Harley 2001:178-179). 

o Indigenous people in eastern North America were skilled cartographers, and while 

Indigenous maps did possess geographic detail, the emphasis of Indigenous 

cartography was on portraying social and political relationships rather than 

geographical accuracy. Toponyms were essential in conveying these social 

relationships. The use of English place names over Indigenous ones by English 

settlers worked to erase this deep Indigenous knowledge and to create a barrier 

between Indigenous people and English society (Harley 2001:178,183). 

o Additionally, by depicting interior regions of these colonial era maps as blank, 

European cartographers conveyed the idea that those lands were a vacant 

wilderness to be settled. Such maps were instrumental in the idea of an empty 

frontier and worked to make Indigenous people invisible in their own land 

(Harley 2001:187-188). 

o Later advances in cartography further enabled English settlers to begin to exclude 

the Indigenous people more definitely from the landscape and from the resources 

of the colonial territories (Harley 2001:193). 
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• Anthropologists regularly use maps in their effort to study past and present human 

culture. It is important for anthropologists and archaeologists to be aware of how the 

maps they are working with could have been used for past injustices and to be critical of 

what information is highlighted or omitted from these maps. They should also be cautious 

of how the maps they create in their research might perpetuate current narratives and 

power dynamics. 

 

• Archaeologists use historical maps to aid in the location of archaeological sites. They 

also create maps to document the location and boundaries of sites by recording the 

provenience of artifacts and features. Mapping and defining a site is often difficult. 

Past people may have left little material culture behind. They may have lived on the 

landscape in a dramatically different way than we live today or evidence of them living 

there may have been purposefully erased. Archaeologists are aware that how they 

identify and define sites can be exclusionary. By applying critical cartography, 

archaeologists work to address these issues and ensure that the lives and culture of all 

past people are recognized. 

 

• Counter-mapping is an application of critical cartography that seeks to offer alternative 

narratives to the ones that have been constructed by mainstream maps. Counter-maps 

affirm the existence of neglected communities that are often erased by traditional maps. 

Counter-maps are often a collaboration between the researcher and a particular 

community and seek to tell a specific story and present an alternative perception of the 

landscape (SHA 2016). 

o Two examples of counter-mapping are testimony maps and visionary maps. 

Testimony maps challenge our understanding of the status-quo by representing 

situations, often injustices or overlooked phenomena. Visionary maps present 

alternatives of what could be instead of what current institutions presently support 

(Kim 2015:215). 

 

Vocabulary 

• Anthropology – The study of humans, past and present. In the United States, the study of 

anthropology is divided into four subfields (sociocultural anthropology, biological or 

physical anthropology, archaeology, and linguistic anthropology). 

• Archaeological Site – A place where human activity occurred and material remains were 

deposited. 

• Archaeology – The scientific study of past human cultures by analyzing material remains 

(sites and artifacts) that people left behind. 

• Artifact – Any object made, modified, or used by people. 

• Cardinal Directions – One of the four main points of a compass: North, South, East, 

West. 

• Cartographer – A person who makes maps. 

• Compass Rose – A symbol indicating the cardinal directions (North, South, East, and 

West). Used on a map to orientate the reader. 
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• Coordinates – A set of numbers that gives a place’s precise location, typically its latitude 

and longitude. 

• Counter Mapping – The creation of maps, often by marginalized communities or in 

collaboration with marginalized communities, that seek to challenge dominant power 

structures and mainstream narratives constructed by traditional maps. 

• Critical Cartography – An area of geography that recognizes maps as embodying 

power, privileging certain perspectives over others, while often presenting themselves as 

objective and neutral. 

• Degree – Unit of measurement for latitude and longitude. 

• Dispossession – The physical separation of people from their homes, land, and social 

networks. 

• Distance – Measurable space between two or more objects. 

• Distortion – Representation that is inaccurate, mistaken, or false. 

• Equator – An imaginary line around the Earth, running east-west, at 0 degrees latitude. 

• Feature – Material remains that cannot be removed from a site, such as roasting pits, fire 

hearths, house floors, or post molds.  

• General Reference Map – A map that displays general geographic / physical facts about 

an area with the purpose of summarizing the landscape. 

• Graphic Scale – A way of relating distance on a map by using a bar scale that correlates 

a unit of measure on a map to actual distances on Earth. 

• Grid – Horizontal and vertical lines used to locate objects in relation to one another on a 

map. 

• Latitude – Distance north or south of the Equator, measured in degrees. 

• Location – The position of a particular point on the surface of the Earth. 

• Longitude – Distance east or west of the Prime Meridian, measured in degrees. 

• Map – A symbolic representation of a place, typically depicted on a flat surface. 

• Map Legend – A part of the map that explains symbols and abbreviations used on the 

map. Also called a key. 

• Orientation – An object or person’s position in relation to true north. 

• Plat Map – A map created by a licensed surveyor that depicts a tract of land divided into 

plots or tracts. 

• Power – The ability of an individual, group, or institution to influence or exercise control 

over other people and to achieve their goals despite obstacles, resistance, or opposition. 

• Prime Meridian – An imaginary line around the Earth running north to south, at 0 

degrees longitude. 

• Projection – The method by which a place on the globe is represented on a flat map. 

• Provenience – The geographic location from which the artifact was found. The three-

dimensional location of an artifact or feature within an archaeological site, measured by 

two horizontal dimensions and a vertical elevation. 

• Scale – The relationship between distances shown on a map and actual distances. 

• Symbol – A sign or mark that represents something else. 
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• Testimony Maps – Maps that challenge our understanding of the status-quo by 

representing situations, often injustices or overlooked phenomena. 

• Thematic Map – A map that displays information or data of a particular topic or theme. 

• Topographic Map – A map that shows both natural and man-made features, usually by 

means of contour lines. 

• Topography – The arrangement of the natural and artificial physical features of an area. 

• Toponym – A place name. A name given to a place on Earth. 

• Visionary Maps – Maps that present alternatives of what could be instead of what 

current dominant power structures presently support. 

Lesson 

1. The case studies in this lesson plan can be changed to best match the regions or periods 

of study for each grade level. It is recommended to print the maps as large as possible and 

in the highest resolution as possible so fine details like text and illustrations are legible. 

Each student will receive a handout that corresponds to the map they are working with 

for their case study (see the handouts at the end of this document). Alternatively, this 

lesson can be completed online by using the links provided to access the maps digitally.  

 

2. Warm-Up Activity: (This activity can be skipped for high school classes) Begin the 

lesson by distributing pens, pencils, markers, crayons, rulers, and sheets of paper. Tell 

your students that they will be constructing a map from memory depicting the route from 

their home to their school. Encourage them to include as much detail as possible, such as 

street names, elements of the natural landscape, and other places they might be familiar 

with. Review necessary map skills and vocabulary as necessary, depending on grade level 

and previous experience studying maps. All maps should include a map legend, scale, 

and orientation. 

 

3. Allow time for your students to draw their mental maps. 

 

4. When finished drawing their maps, have your students break off into pairs or small 

groups and compare their maps. Have the students observe and discuss the differences 

between their map and their peers’ maps. Explore why that is beyond them living in 

different locations and having different commutes. How do their individual mental maps 

present a different perception of a place’s identity? 

 

5. Explain that humans have been creating maps to document and express information about 

their surroundings for thousands of years. Consider how maps are important resources for 

studying the past. Not only are maps helpful in providing information about past 

landscapes, they also, when read critically, provide insight into the worldview of the 

mapmaker. Like other primary resources, maps support a particular viewpoint and 

contain hidden meanings. 

 




