Reflections on the Harley-Woodward definition of 'map'

J.H.ANDREWS

In 1987 maps were defined by J.B.Harley and David Woodward as   'graphic representations that facilitate a spatial understanding of things, concepts, conditions, processes or events in the human world' (1, p. xvi).
 This definition can be analysed without treating its authors as individuals, either biographically or bibliographically, and the following remarks have accordingly been composed without reference to any of Harley's or Woodward's other writings. Attention is concentrated on the words quoted above, supplemented by other statements taken from the same book.

At the outset a distinction must be drawn between defining and describing, not always an easy task when both are expressed in the same grammatical form of subject, copula and complement. 'A garden is a lovesome thing, God wot' is not a definition of the word 'garden'. In a description, the predicate may be shared with objects not covered by the same definition: other things are lovesome besides gardens. In a true definition the extensions of definiens and definiendum are identical. Thus A can serve as a definition of B when, in any sentence containing B, it is possible to substitute A for B without altering the truth-value of that sentence. A definition is therefore a generalisation, and like other generalisations it can be refuted by a single contrary instance, which may be drawn from a 'thought experiment' if not from real life. Definitions thus conceived may be called exact as opposed to approximate. In practice there is ample room for definitions that fall short of exactitude, some of them being so approximate as to constitute a joke, for instance 'Death is nature's way of telling us to slow down'. But when definitions occur in scholarly literature we should be able to assume that they are intended to be taken seriously.

Words have been defined for various reasons. (1) They may inspire genuine bewilderment, as when we try to pin down such elusive ideas as 'justice' or 'romance'. (2) With words like 'knife' or 'table', however, the intention may be simply to render a dictionary or glossary as complete as possible. Such 'bread-and-butter' definitions, which in most circumstances might well be considered superfluous, are common among textbook-writers as well as lexicographers, and most definitions of 'map' fall into this uncontroversial and not very interesting category. (3) A definition may have an ulterior purpose related to the current intentions of a single author. Such motives are often straightforward and innocent: a work with 'maps' in its title might begin by announcing that for present purposes marine charts are not to be counted as maps. Outside the textbook, motivations may be more complicated. For example, if the definer favours one side against another in a dispute about matters of substance, a controversial statement may be misrepresented as a self-evident truth by covertly alternating old and new definitions.

Nobody would accuse Harley and Woodward of any such subterfuge. It must be recognised, nevertheless, that their approach to definition is far from purely lexicographical. One warning-note is sounded when they write that maps have in the past been called by various names, that this diversity has faced historical scholarship with a conceptual obstacle, and that they have therefore adopted an entirely new definition of a map (1, p. xvi). The logicality of 'therefore' in this passage is not altogether clear. If we are able to say that maps have been known by various names, it can only be because we have already applied a definition of 'map' that we believe to be satisfactory, in which case we hardly need an entirely new definition. What matters here, however, is that the new Harley-Woodward definition can unhesitatingly be placed in the third of the above-mentioned classes. The authors believe themselves free to decide among a number of possibilities not on grounds of conformity with precedent but rather to 'reflect the fundamental concern of the [Chicago] History [of Cartography]' (1, p. xvi). They are happy that the resulting definition, like the book it introduces, should exhibit qualities — for instance 'breadth' (1, p. xviii), 'catholicity' (1, p. xviii), 'openness' (2, part 1, p. xix), and 'pragmatism' (2, part 3, p.1) — that are not to be found in earlier writings. Their method might thus be caricatured as: first pronounce on subjects that happen to arouse your interest, and then adjust your definitions to make those subjects look like parts of a single concept already well established in common usage.

Thus although Harley and Woodward implicitly criticise earlier writers for ignoring 'objective' definitions (1, p. xv),
 they make no claim to objectivity for themselves. In truth, of course, there can be no such thing as an objective definition. Words mean what people want them to mean. The nearest approach to strict neutrality in matters of linguistic custom would presumably be some kind of interview- or questionnaire-survey directed in this case to a large sample of map-using English-speakers. Neither Harley, Woodward, nor any of their supporters or critics is known to have conducted such a survey. In the following paragraphs, at any rate, the only authority for popular usage has been the writer's personal experience; an arbitrary procedure, it is true, but justified by the conviction (admittedly also personal) that 'map' resembles 'knife' and 'table' more closely than it resembles 'justice' and 'romance'.

 It may seem unfair for any type-3 or 'ulterior' definition to be judged without reference to its literary context. Yet that is exactly what has been happening in Harley and Woodward's case for nearly two decades. Without attempting anything like a search of recent map-historical literature, the present author has stumbled upon approving references to their definition in a collection of essays on maps and intellectual culture, in a standard national map-history, in a doctoral dissertation on one small area during one short period, in a monograph on certain aspects of map-marketing, in a practical source-guide for students, and in a coffee-table picture book of world-wide scope, all by different authors, old and young, and all published since 1999. If these instances constitute a representative sample we may well be dealing with one of the most popular all-purpose definitions of the word 'map' that has ever been put forward. This paper can accordingly be seen as a criticism less of the two innovators than of their numerous followers.

Another disclaimer: we are not attempting here to identify the causes of this remarkable success, but four considerations may be worth briefly mentioning as background to a more detailed discussion. Much recent philosophising on the subject of maps has shown a concern for: (1) Originality, always an object of admiration in academic writing. (2) Comprehensiveness, broadening the appeal of map-historical literature by increasing the number of objects that qualify as maps. (3) Intellectual complexity, with a generous sprinkling of abstract nouns and, especially, a rejection of the familiar subject-verb-object model in which the map is said to represent the earth. (4) Reference to 'human', and particularly social, cultural and political factors outside the ambit of cartographic technology. It is not suggested that the Harley-Woodward definition was meant to satisfy each of these criteria, only that in judging what follows the reader may sometimes wish to take account of them.

It is now time to consider the actual words of the definition, starting with  'graphic representation'. Anticipating later arguments, we may first note briefly and without regret that the word 'graphic' eliminates two meanings of 'map' that may reasonably considered peripheral: the mathematical sense of a relation between two variables, and the metaphorical sense illustrated by the words 'The map of love' as the title of a collection of poems. 

A graphic image is one that looks as if it might have been produced by drawing or painting. If we interpret 'graphic' as 'graphic in whole or part', most maps can be said to meet this condition. But can the roman and comparable alphabets qualify as graphic? Today many readers might say not. Even the compilers of the Oxford English dictionary, who do accept writing as 'graphic', would probably exclude words reproduced by a printing machine. How then do we classify an image made up of letterpress placenames set out in their correct geographical positions on an otherwise blank page, as happened in a late edition of John Speed's atlas of the British Isles?
 Did Speed's editors contravene the Harley-Woodward definition by exhibiting a non-graphic map? Or what about the fictional ex-soldier who maps a bygone military action by arranging pieces of fruit on a dinner table?
 Or imagine a visually unbroken surface which, when touched at any point, responds by intoning a numerical grid reference, followed where appropriate by a spoken name. Here there is no writing and no drawing, but some people would still allow cartographic status to this device, which might indeed conceivably be manufactured as an alternative to a braille map. 

Perhaps it would be helpful to replace 'graphic' by 'spatial', as Harley and Woodward themselves seem to hint by introducing this word later in their definition. There would still be one slight difficulty, however, affecting the classification of written or printed language. If the characters on a typewriter keyboard are compared with the conventional point-symbols of cartography, then in both cases communication depends on the spatial relations of those units or their compounds, causing 'dog bites man' to mean something different from 'man bites dog'. But in cosmographical space the relationships are infinitely variable (two objects or two symbols may be any distance apart), while those of alphabetical space are confined to two or three discrete forms. This difference is so important as to justify distinguishing written language for present purposes as non-spatial and consequently non–graphic.

Any representation must surely represent something — or perhaps misrepresent it, as in the sentence 'The thief represented himself as a government official'. Harley and Woodward are under no obligation to say what this something is, so long as they give satisfaction in other respects. At first glance one might suppose their putative map to represent the 'things, concepts, conditions, processes or events' they mention later, and in another passage they reinforce this view with a comment on graphic representations 'of' the human cosmos (2, part 1, p. xix). In the definition itself, however, maps merely 'facilitate an understanding' of the phenomena in question. This is obviously not the same as representing those phenomena. Francis Bacon's representation of Pope Innocent X facilitates an understanding of the artist rather than the subject. Perhaps Harley and Woodward wished to stress that maps can throw light on the circumstances in which they were produced; but this predication is more descriptive than definitive, because exactly the same could be said of many other artifacts. Or perhaps the indirectness of 'facilitate' simply marks a reaction against the banality of subject, verb and object.

Two other pedantic and not very important criticisms must be levelled at the idea of facilitation.  In the first place, this process may be potential rather than actual. If for some reason a map was destroyed immediately after being drawn, it would not have facilitated anything, but it would still have been a map. Secondly, common usage will hardly allow 'facilitating' to include the ideas of impeding or frustrating in the same way that representation includes misrepresentation. Yet not all maps are intended to make things easy for the reader: a famous example from the second world war is the map of the Egyptian desert misrepresenting hard ground as soft, and vice versa, which was left behind by retreating British soldiers in the hope that the German tank-commanders who captured it would be lured into impassable sands.
 It seems better to regard this non-facilitative map as factually erroneous than as intrinsically uncartographic.

'Spatial understanding' is perhaps the most interesting element in the Harley-Woodward definition. Some of these authors' references to space — 'curiosity about the nature of space' (2, part 1, p. 512), 'concepts of space' (1, p. xv), 'ideas about space' (1, p. xv) etc. — may seem more applicable to objects that are spatially located than to the medium occupied by such objects. In itself this usage is probably harmless enough, but it may have the effect of encouraging an unduly particularised idea of the medium in question, an idea perhaps interchangeable with 'the world' or 'the environment'. In the present essay, space is conceived 'extensionally' as whatever is common to a number of ostensively definable relationships which it would be difficult to list in full but which include 'above', 'behind', 'distant from', 'enclosed by' and various others. So there is no need for space to be very large: a portrait can provide spatial understanding of a human face. 

As for understanding, two varieties are distinguishable, weak and strong. In the weak sense, which we can call simply 'knowledge', a soldier may understand an order by knowing what action it calls for; to understand the order in a strong sense is to know why it was given. The relation between these two ideas is asymmetrical: knowledge may be a necessary condition of understanding but it is clearly not a sufficient condition. A possible view is that a map can give us knowledge but nothing further, though a partial exception might be made for animated maps. Harley and Woodward's preference for  'understanding' may reflect a desire to raise the intellectual status of cartography, but anyone out of sympathy with this attitude is free to substitute the word 'knowledge'.

'Strong' understanding, it might be suggested, must always involve a belief in causation. This might seem to confront us with a self-imposed difficulty, because some philosophies of causation would require a relation of spatio-temporal continuity between a proximate cause and its effect, and Harley-Woodward surely did not want all understanding to be spatial. However, most of us, including some philosophers no doubt, can and do apply the idea of cause without any obvious reference to space: we can say 'I understand how you feel' without thinking very hard about what happens inside anyone's brain. Indeed the act of understanding might even be regarded as inherently non-spatial, in which case 'spatial understanding' can only be a figure of speech (the figure known as 'transferred epithet'), a device hardly appropriate to a formal definition.

An effort must nonetheless be made to squeeze some positive meaning from this part of the Harley-Woodward definition. We can do so by making the word 'spatial' in spatial knowledge denote either the objects of knowledge or the symbols by which knowledge is expressed. Both might loosely be said to involve an element of spatial understanding. To consider the symbols first, a musical score gives spatial knowledge of sound, a stemma or family tree gives spatial knowledge of ancestry or of the relationships involved in an ecclesiastical hierarchy or a military chain of command, a graph representing change gives spatial knowledge of time (so does a clock-face), a Venn diagram gives spatial knowledge of classification-systems, a mercury thermometer gives spatial knowledge of temperature, a parliamentary debating chamber gives spatial knowledge of political opinions whether 'right' or 'left', and so on. In each of these cases the subject of the knowledge is non-spatial.  Contrariwise, a knitting pattern gives non-spatial knowledge of a woollen garment, and some kinds of surveyor's field book give non-spatial knowledge of a landscape.  More generally, the mathematics of many dimensions, when expressed by algebraic symbols, gives non-spatial knowledge of space. In a map as normally understood, both the symbols and their referents are spatial, but Harley and Woodward do not incorporate this fact into their definition. For them, a musical score could be a map. 

We come finally to 'things, concepts, conditions, processes or events in the human world.' These are such a mixed bag that it is tempting to continue the list with words like 'attitudes', 'dispositions', 'emotions', 'relationships' or 'perceptions', though all such ideas could probably be subsumed under Harley and Woodward's five classes without much strain. But if their specification leaves nothing out, they might as well have been content with 'a spatial understanding of the human world'. As it is, their parade of categories seems to serve two purposes: one, to remind us rather belatedly that maps can be thematic as well as (in a pre-twentieth-century sense) geographical; the other, to acknowledge the more recent 'catholicising' tendency identified in an earlier paragraph of this essay.

The 'human world' presents its own difficulties. Its function may be to underline the essential subjectivity of maps and to deny them the power of representing any kind of external reality. But as geographers trained in the middle of the twentieth century, Harley and Woodward were familiar with books and lecture-courses in which the attributes 'human' and 'physical' appeared as mutually exclusive. Their definition was obviously not intended to dismiss the physical world in this sense as by its nature incapable of being mapped. They must rather have conceived the human world to embrace any link in any chain of causation that either begins or ends in the experience of any human being. Thus gravitational anomalies, irredeemably physical in the sense defined above, belong to the human world because they can be measured by the earth's human inhabitants. Nor is humanity exclusively terrestrial. As can be seen from their rather surprising phrase 'human cosmos', in Harley and Woodward's lexicon the words 'human world' can carry 'the widest sense of man's cosmographic surroundings' (1, p. xvi). In that case, consider a planet in a far-off galaxy inhabited by intelligent aliens who despite their grossly extra-terrestrial appearance are endowed with both a visual sense and a capacity for movement. One can imagine such creatures using maps to guide them from one non-human locality to another. The imaginary maps in question, it might be argued, have become human by virtue of our imagining them. The real maps, if they existed, would fail to qualify for this privilege and would therefore fail to be maps, though admittedly any human critic who reasoned thus might be open to the charge of self-refutation. The main point here, however, is that the expression 'human world' can be of little use if there is no such thing as the inhuman world. Would Harley and Woodward have willingly reduced their definition to 'a graphic representation that facilitates a spatial understanding'?

The most obvious inference from the foregoing paragraphs is that Harley and Woodward's conception of 'map' is seriously over-extended. Unsympathetically interpreted, the motive inspiring their definition may seem simple enough: to raise the extra-European profile within their editorial domain by fabricating a cartographic role for various kinds of non-cartographic drawing and painting. This has been achieved in the three large volumes they have devoted to 'traditional societies'. It will be interesting to see what happens if and when the focus returns to Europe in future instalments of the Chicago History. For instance, will there be a chapter on musical scores? Elsewhere in map-historical literature we must wait for writers to broaden their own definitions, not just in rare moments of philosophical exaltation but in ordinary 'substantive' books and articles.
 

Postscript

The foregoing article has been submitted to two cartographic journals and rejected by both of them. If you are interested in the reasons given for its rejection, please email the author privately (johnandrews77@aol.com).
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