










Maps that Matter -

Considerations for Successful 

Cartographic Communication 

by the March Hare Communications Collective 
(march-hare.org)

This article seeks to identify the issues that make a 
map useful for users. There is a ton of well researched 
literature looking at the problem of cartographic com-
munications. As radicals we are interested in designing 
mapping tools (whether paper or digital) that meet the 
unspoken needs of the users. Better maps create bet-
ter opportunities for individuals to make decisions and 
explore the feasibility of various tactics. Mapping soft-
ware (e.g. Ushahidi) or the paper maps copies that are 
made available at every mobilization or mass event have 
paid little attention to cartographic communication and 
available resources have often been used as-is. Here we 
seek to explore some basic ideas from the academic 
fi eld of Cartographic Communication to allow radical 
map-makers to generate maps that matter. If cartog-
raphy is a form of communication of a specifi c type of 
information, the measure of a good map is how well it 
conveys it to readers to enlighten, convince, or persuade. 

Too often the pure aesthetic appeal of a map is equated 
with its informational value. Aesthetic issues certainly 

play a role in effective cartography, but it is the issue 
of communication that holds the central role in carto-
graphic design. To ask “what is a good map?” is to ask 
how well it communicates with its intended audience. 
This means that one always begins a project by consid-
ering the message to be conveyed and the audience to 
be addressed. This raises a series of questions that must 
be addressed at the start of a project.

    * The fi rst is:  What is the intent or goal of the map? 
In effect, the question asks what the reader should gain 
from the map or how the reader should respond. Mo-
tives vary greatly. Many maps are intended solely to 
convey accurate information about spatial relationships, 
others to sway public debate. For protests and disas-
ters maps need a bit of both. A good map must convey 
spatial information. But this is not as simple as it may 
seem at fi rst. The spatial information must include where 
something or somebody is and how best to get there. 
For example is the map mainly for people on foot, bike, 
public transportation or automobile types of transpor-
tation will not only effect the scale but what points of 
interest are more important. The political nature is also 
important. 

For example in dynamic maps, how big should the icon 
for adversary forces be, what color, and what about the 
icon for friendlies. What are the political goals of the 
map’s users? If it is an animal rights event what points 
of interest might be most important. How should these 



be highlighted should be a consideration of any car-
tographer. It may be useful to show the over all context 
of the area. Maybe socio-economic considerations are 
important for the users, maybe they want to do acts of 
solidarity or refrain from certain acts in certain unfamil-
iar neighborhoods based on politics, economics, culture 
or other considerations.

   * Another question a careful map maker must ask is: Who will 
read the map? 
A cartographer must be able to identify the type of 
reader being addressed for two principal reasons. First, 
it is important to have an idea about what the audience 
is likely to know about the subject matter of the map. 
Second, it is useful to know how much background the 
readers have in using maps. Locals will need different 
information than strangers to the area. How comfortable 
are people with cartographic terms? What measure-
ments if any are most useful to convey distance or scale, 
i.e. miles, kilometers or blocks?

    * What conditions will the map be used in? 
This is an often overlooked consideration in developing 
maps. It is one thing to look at a map indoors in comfort, 
security, proper lighting and another outside, on the 
move, in poor weather, or in the dark. Weather can also 
effect a map’s readability and ability to communicate. 
How does weather effect the act of moving around in 
space, does the map adequately refl ect this? How about 
social factors: is public transportation running; are there 

road closures; are there mobile obstacles; and so on. 
How does the map refl ect this is important. Do users 
have time to comprehend the information being por-
trayed? Cartographers must try to best predict the real 
life conditions that could affect the use-ability of a type 
of map and the data points on it.

    * How could maps avoid misinformation? 
Maps are created often in static environments at a par-
ticular time. Even dynamic maps have their parameters 
set to a specifi c time. How will time and changes be 
incorporated into a map, by the user or the cartographer 
or both. If users are expected to add to a map, that must 
be designed into the map.

    * The issues of generalization, simplifi cation, and abstraction 
Cartography is very much a process of abstraction in 
which features of the real world are generalized or 
simplifi ed into symbols or key elements to meet the 
demands of the theme and audience. Not all elements 
or details have a bearing on the pattern or process being 
studied and so some need to be eliminated to draw the 
reader’s attention to those facts that are relevant. Too 
much detail can hide or disguise the message of a map. 
The amount of detail that can be included is very much 
dependent on the scale at which the map will be pro-
duced, as the following examples demonstrate. 

A small-scale map of a larger area must, out of necessity, 
be more generalized. Some automated systems now 
have the ability to provide assistance in the generaliza-



tion and simplifi cation of features. If such routines are 
not available, you should study a test plot of your map at 
its fi nal scale. If linework or lettering overlaps and blurs 
together, you should consider generalizing the features 
and reducing amount of lettering. 

Fortunately there are a number of tools and strategies 
cartographers can make use of to build better maps. The 
information provided by user feed-back is perhaps one 
of the most important tools for map-makers. This could 
be surveys or even interviews combined with analyses 
of these creating greater refi nements of cartography. 
We need to have a coherent understanding of these 
principles before we develop software or paper maps 
to ensure they will be most useful to users. Fortunately 
many of these changes do not require more resources to 
implement. The key is for us to know the various aspects 
and characteristics that go into making useful maps to 
maximize their impact on real people in real events. 

NEWS
VERIZON*S ASS KICKED BY FCC, MUST 
PAY YOU MILLIONS

Verizon will refund between $30 and $90 mil-
lion to customers for “mystery fees” charged 
to their wireless accounts. If you got a charge 
for data use on your cell phone bill that you 
didn’t actually incur, you should have gotten 
a refund in Oct/Nov of this year. If you didn’t 
get your refund, call Verizon and give them a 
piece of your mind.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/2010/10/04/veri-
zon_payback/

UBEW Chapter Starting in Santa Cruz

A group in Santa Cruz flying under the ban-
ner of the “United Brotherhood of Electrical 
Workers” and “Santa Cruz Hackbloc” has started 
up. Though the group just started, they have 
already given workshops on electronic civil 
disobedience and circuit building. Find out at 
UBEW.org



NEWS
Facebook Adds Secret 
“Delete Account” Option

Facebook has added an account delete option 
but it wasn’t well publicized until around a 
day ago on Slashdot[1]. Unlike the “de-activa-
tion” many users have been forced into when 
trying to close their account, the delete func-
tion actually deletes your account and all 
your personal information according to Fa-
cebook. If you’re excited to hear the news, 
here’s the link: http://www.facebook.com/help/
contact.php?show_form=delete_account

1. http://www.slashdot.org

Courts Give Thumbs Up to 
Warrantless Cell Phone Tracking 

Wired reports that an appeals court has given 
the green light for law enforcement to get 
cell phone location data without a warrant. For 
more information, see the article at: http://
www.wired.com/threatlevel/2010/09/cell-site-
data

FIRST SALE DOCTRINE DESTROYED 
BY FEDERAL APPEALS COURT

“A federal appeals court said Friday that 
software makers can use shrink-wrap and 
click-wrap licenses to forbid the transfer or 
resale of their wares, an apparent gutting of 
the so-called first-sale doctrine.

The first-sale doctrine is an affirmative de-
fense to copyright infringement that allows 
legitimate owners of copies of copyrighted 
works to resell those copies. That defense, 
the court said, is “unavailable to those who 
are only licensed to use their copies of 
copyrighted works.” (.pdf)

The 3-0 decision by the 9th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeal, if it stands, means copy-
right owners may prohibit the resale of 
their wares by inserting clauses in their 
sales agreements.”

More at http://www.wired.com/
threatlevel/2010/09/first-sale-doctrine/

NEWS



Snitch Darren Thurston Offering 
Security Advice for Mac Users

If any of you have been getting Macintosh 
security advice from a person who goes by 
the name Hard_Mac, now would be a good time 
to cut ties. That person is actually Dar-
ren Thurston [1] [2], a known snitch from the 
green scare cases. Who needs good computer 
security when one of your friends will sell 
you down the river anyway? He also goes by 
Rad_Boy.

More references: Vancouver Anarchist Online 
Archive[3], crimethinc[4], Portland IMC[5]

1. https://twitter.com/hard_mac
2. http://social.implu.com/t/hard_mac
3. https://vanarchive.wordpress.
com/2010/01/18/darren-thurston-a-histo-
ry-of-vancouvers-most-notorious-activist-
turned-police-informant/
4. http://www.crimethinc.com/blog/2007/12/22/
on-darren-thurston%E2%80%99s-statement-
%E2%80%9Cfired-back%E2%80%9D/
5. http://portland.indymedia.org/
en/2007/05/360251.shtml

NEWS Thank yous:
Thanks to everyone who helps keep our bits flowing se-
curely and to everyone who helped work on this issue of 
the zine: Ringo, Discordia, Anonymous, The Pirate Bay, 
2600, the Bay Are Anarchist Bookfair, Bradley Manning, 
the Wikileaks Crew, alxciada, anders, flatline, evoltech, 
sally, sexy hexy, frenzy, AnarchistNews.org (good work 
with the /ban trolls), postmodern modulus III, RiseUp.
net, March-Hare Collective and everyone else who we 
forgot that is working to protect and support the 
struggle.  Thanks to all of those resisting police vio-
lence in their communities, all those facing state op-
pression, and those engaged in the struggle everywhere.  
Thank You!

Questions? Comments? Article Submissions?  Get a hold 
of us at: email: staff [at] hackbloc [dot] org
our website: hackbloc.org/contact

Get Copies Of The Zine: Electronic copies of the zine 
are available for free online at the hackbloc website: 
https://hackbloc.org/zine

There are two versions of the zine: a full color graph-
ical PDF version which is best for printing and also 
includes all sorts of extras, as well as a raw TXT ver-
sion for a more readable and compatible format. Having 
the zine in your hands is still the best way to experi-
ence our zine. If you can’t print your own(double sided 
8.5x11) then you can order copies of this issue and all 
back issues online from Microcosm Publishing (micro-
cosmpublishing.com) who are based out of Portland. If 
you are at the Portland, Oregon Anarchist Bookfair this 
year in you will be able to find us tabeling with the 
Matt and Maggi Support Committie (mattandmaggi.tumblr.
com) and Cloacina (cloacina.org) .  We are seeking trans-
lators to translate Hack This Zine into other languag-
es, if you are interested send an email.




