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Introduction

“Not only is it 
easy to lie with 
maps, it's 
essential.”

–First sentence in 
How to Lie with 
Maps by Mark 
Monmonier
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Why Do Maps Lie?

Maps have a dual purpose: not 
only to inform their audience, but 
also to impress them — to 
persuade, to make a point, to sell 
a product.

Maps reflect the interest of their 
cartographers – and people can 
easily be fooled
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Why Must Maps Lie?

They must be selective in the 
information they present

– “selective truth” (aka omission)

http://www.gis.unbc.ca
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Why Must Maps Lie?

They require projections, which 
distort angles, area or shapes

http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-
explains/2015/01/economist-explains-3

http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/mapping/6434
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Who Says North is “Up”?
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Who Says North is “Up”?
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Who Says North is “Up”?
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Why Must Maps Lie?

Maps 
inherently 
have a scale

– Maps at small 
scale leave 
out detail 
included in 
large-scale 
maps

1:24,000 map

1:250,000 
map displayed 
at 1:24,000

“Lying with Maps”, Statistical Science, Aug. 2005
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Why Must Maps Lie?

Lines must be displaced, smoothed or simplified and 
area features simplified for readability’s sake. 

http://www.gis.unbc.ca
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How Maps Lie

Advertising suggesting that your 
store is in a convenient location

http://go.owu.edu
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How Maps Lie

Advertising suggesting that your store is in a 
convenient location
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How Maps Lie

Show that your rail line is more direct than it 
actually is
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How Maps Influence

Using 
influential 
(or racist) 
symbols
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How Maps Influence

https://www.gislounge.com/mapping-equality-locating-racial-bias/

Can maps 
introduce 
racial bias?
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How Maps Influence

Use of color and symbols vs. black and white

Color can attract 
attention to an 
otherwise 
unattractive map 
and make an 
area seem more 
interesting.
Using symbols 
further increases 
visual interest, 
and can make 
people want to 
go to an area, 
rather than just 
show where 
things are.

“Rhetoric in GraphicDesign”, Barbara Emanuel
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How Maps Influence

“Eleven Rules for Polishing the 
Cartographic Image”

1. Be shrewdly selective
2. Frame strategically
3. Accentuate the positive
4. If caught, have a story
5. Minimize the negative
6. Dazzle with detail
7. Persuade with pap
8. Distract with aerial photographs and historical maps
9. Generalize creatively
10. Enchant with elegance
11. When all else fails, try bribery Also see 

http://www.citylab.com/design/2015/
06/when-maps-lie/396761/
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How Maps Can Mislead

Choropleth maps and the impact of different 
class breaks

“Lying with Maps”, Statistical Science, Aug. 2005

Equal Interval
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How Maps Can Mislead

Choropleth maps and the impact of different 
class breaks

Quantile
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How Maps Can Mislead

Choropleth maps and the impact of different 
class breaks
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How Maps Can Mislead

Choropleth maps and the impact of different 
class breaks
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How Maps 
Can Mislead

Choropleth
maps and 
the impact 
of different 
class 
breaks
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda

Long history of governments using maps to influence 
citizens, to promote certain agendas, make 
impressions…

A propaganda map is used for 
the intent of threat, an agent of 
control, exploitation, and to 
manipulate and/or emphasize. 
The propaganda is a tool for 
power.

This propaganda map was 
used by the United Kingdom 
to show what Germany's 
secret goals were to taking 
over Europe. This was a way 
to get all the people of 
surrounding countries that 
were threatened by this 
portrayal.

www.bl.uk/popups/10.html
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda

http://bibliodyssey.blogspot.com/2008/08/dogs-of-war.html
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda

http://bibliodyssey.blogspot.com/2008/08/dogs-of-war.html
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda

“Here are the American bases in the world”
https://persuasivemaps.library.cornell.edu/history-and-academic-literature-of-persuasive-cartography
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda
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Maps and 
Politics/
Propaganda

Also see: 

http://news.nationalgeographic
.com/2016/10/propaganda-
war-maps-gallery/

https://www.brainpickings.org/
2012/04/17/magnificent-maps-
cartography-as-power-
propaganda-and-art/
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Maps and 
Politics/
Propaganda
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Maps and Politics/Propaganda

Soviet 
cartographic 
disinformation
-- maps 
deliberately in 
error to conceal 
secrets or fool 
the enemy
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Gerrymandering

The way a 
political party 
can manipulate 
electoral 
boundaries for 
political gain 

The state Senate district 
satirized in this cartoon 
(originally published in the 
Boston Centinel in 1812) was 
created by the Massachusetts 
legislature to favor the 
incumbent Democratic-
Republican party candidates 
backed by Governor Elbridge 
Gerry over the Federalists in 
1812.
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Gerrymandering

Illinois's 4th congressional district 
packs two Hispanic areas while 
remaining contiguous by narrowly 
tracing Interstate 294. 

North Carolina's 12th congressional 
district, which is predominantly 
African-American and liberal. 
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Gerrymandering

California's 23rd 
congressional district 
is confined to a 
narrow strip of coast, 
another example of 
the “packing” style of 
districting.

This district was 
designed to provide 
for a safe seat for the 
Democratic 
Representative
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Trap Streets

Non-existent streets included on a map in 
order to catch plagiarism among cartographic 
competitors 


