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We find maps everywhere in our media-rich environment, but their
forms are not very diverse. If you look at most maps used today,
we see the offspring of colonial mapping practices. If the North
is ‘up’, this is a remnant of maps invented in Northern Europe. If
the Atlantic Ocean is left-centre, this stems from European inter-
est in the shipping routes between the Americas and Europe. This
historic perspective is relevant because of the strategic role that
colonial maps have played in the forceful annexation of indigenous
lands, and establishing the notion of land as property around the
world. Colonial mapping practices not only established a Eurocen-
tric worldview, but also a capitalist view of land as a form of private
property that can be owned, traded, and sold.

Maps are always made from a certain viewpoint and are there-
fore subjective by nature. While European mapping practices rely
on geographical precision for navigation, many indigenous maps
create relations with the forefathers, the cosmos, the future and
the past, navigating through space and time. For instance, seeing
a forest as a group of living beings that are hundreds of years old,
creates a very different notion of land, than if you classify it as a
hectare of timber for industrial use. The maps we currently use are
therefore extremely useful for navigating the seas or finding the
nearest restaurant, because they were made for this purpose, but
they are not very well equipped to tell us about the surrounding
flora and wildlife, or what our ancestors did here. Every map isa
reflection of social relations of the territory it aims to represent.

Are You on Stolen Land?

The first European who set foot on the continent later known as
‘America’ was trained as a mapmaker himself. Before he set off in
August 1492, Columbus had worked in a cartography workshop

«  Henry Holiday, Ocean-Chart. From: The Hunting of the Snark by Lewis Carroll, 1876.
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The printing press was essential for reproducing maps of these
:evs;lydacqulreq lands. More than navigational aids, they repre-
ented the fruits of colonialism, convincing investors and the
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Here Be Savages
In precolonial times, European mapmakers had the habit of draw-

ing dragons and octopuses at the edges to warn against falling off
the earth’s flat surface. When the first rumours of the existence
of a new world spread, these monsters were replaced by natives
that were thought to inhabit it.42 The printing press spread stories
and images of cannibals, six-armed men, centaurs, and herma-
phrodites, which popularized the belief that the people inhabiting
the ‘new world’ were of another order.** These wild imaginations
were a precursor of how Europeans would morally defend the
genocide that they unleashed on the native inhabitants.

While Adam Smith was busy writing one of the founding texts
of capitalism, philosopher Immanuel Kant categorized different
races according to assumed moral and physical standards, which
scientifically anchored slavery as a morally just act. Colonized
lands could be seized and plundered, which is exactly what Euro-
peans did. Spanish conquerors extracted massive amounts of gold
and silver from the Americas for which they used enslaved peoples
and exploited the indigenous population. Mignolo writes

__the combination of capital, massive appropriation of land and
resources, and massive exploitation of labour made it possible,
for the first time in the history of the human species, to produce

commodities for a global market.*®

Besides the influx of gold and silver, plantations in the colonies
flooded Europe with cheap cotton, which would in turn spark off
the first industrial textile mills in the UK, the first factories of the

industrial revolution.

Turtle Island
Throughout history, mapping practices have existed that were
very different to the colonial and capitalist views of mapmaking. It
was the influence of European mapmaking through state admin-
istration and education that marginalized other world views. The
Haudenosaunee nation refer to the North American continent as
‘turtle island’. Their mapping practices were radically different
from European maps. For example, the Haudenosaunee do not
121
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¥;»seua<‘iesigner as engineer has translated the messy reality of

human existence into manageable and legible ff)rms. By creating
categories, standards, and documents, the designer as engineer
fthe bureaucracy by which the nation state

serves as an extension 0
and market economies are governed. Inventions such as standard-
ed forms, maps, and data visualizations helped to advance scien-

tific research immensely. This has produced useful and successful
tools, but the triumph of the Eurocentric scientific order also meant
thata lot of knowledge was lost. A loss of vernacular practices that
Scott has compared to the extinction of species.*

Capitalism has benefited greatly from standardization and sim-
plification of the world order, which has made industrial production
and. trade more efficient. Professional standards within graphic
design are highly uniform. Adobe, Javascript, Monotype, and
::nto:\e are not only t.ra‘demarks, they are also some of the neces-
» ;ij :t ::ld:rrgg fotr. efficient indust'rial production. As each item in
aftabou reso:::;on tneed‘s to be identical to all the others, traces
visible. Global induz:r;ztt:::;;\?gd:uman nteraction are made'in-
&les and outsourcing 1o og 's ave a?llowed global production
an‘d‘ alienated workers with e . ?(?e. Thls e NER
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eexistence of our planet, our priority
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d be to produce less commodities and to produce more local
y more meaningful manner.

The rational and scientific world view that this has created,
is not only a capitalist phenomenon. Communist states such as
Russia and China constructed their socialist politics on the same

rinciples, with disastrous outcomes. Problems occur when the
messy reality of human society is forced to conform to categories
and standards that only serve the needs of a few. The point is that
scientific thinking and rational ordering in society are necessary,
as long as they don't forcefully dominate and suppress other per-
spectives.

There are reasons to be hopeful. In 1993 a stone with detailed
carvings was found in the Navarra region in Spain. Scientists con-
ed this was in fact a map made 14,000 years ago, now known
ound. The carvings show mountains, rivers,
ponds, and even routes.*® That would suggest that early forms of
graphic design such as sign making and mapmaking were around
long before anything resembling capitalism existed. A graphic de-
sign that welcomes other forms of knowledge and perspectives
that do not only have efficiency and profit as their goals. A socially
aware graphic design should be able to look beyond industrial pre-
sets, and towards created shared social spaces of creativity and
knowledge, accessible to everyone.

Digital technology has given designers more control over the
production process, which opens up the possibility of bringing
different forms of knowledge into graphic design. A move towards
a non-capitalist practice of design will therefore have to question
the very basics of how design is practiced, without going back
to an eco-utopia of pre-industrial production. By starting small,
in your own social circle and region, economies of reciprocity
can create socially sensitive practices like the common lands did
before capitalism. Searching for alternatives towards ways of
working together that strengthen social bonds and relations, in-

stead of breaking them.
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