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Abstract 

We live in a disruptive world where the information conveyed by maps, particularly those disseminated by many public 

information services, remains published without reference to international law, the very foundation of our discipline: 

cartography. The world has forgotten how and why our cartographic professions, were taught to us with rigorous 

presentation of reality, for the protection of the common good, risk prevention, and our collective security. While the 

interpretation of the law is difficult for untrained illustrators to grasp, it remains the indisputable conventional source of 

our professional ethics. Faced with the onslaught of falsified representations of the world, dangerous tools of public 

disinformation, the aim of this presentation is to foster a shared reflection to promote knowledge, our rules of good 

editorial practice, and rebuild trust in our discipline. 
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INTRODUCTION 

We currently live in a disruptive world where true information conveyed by maps is mixed with fake-news maps. This 

situation undermines the credibility of maps, cartography, and our profession.  In this context, there is a need for a 

discussion on the direction of actions that should be taken to strengthen the credibility of cartography as a discipline that 

enables the analysis and synthesis of spatial data and facilitates reasoning about the state and future of the environment 

and civilization. 

The aim here is to look up at the current situation and propose steps that should be taken to ensure the reliability of the 

information conveyed by the maps we create. 

This presentation proposes the creation of a group of international expert cartographers, operating within an international 

organization, which would be able to provide the right sources on the degree of credibility of maps created and 

disseminated in mass media and social media.  

This presentation is an invitation  to discuss in detail proposals for types of activities that would enable the formulation 

and dissemination of correct information under the law, find solutions aimed at raising awareness, spreading cartographic 

knowledge, and providing training for various social and age groups in order to promote good editorial practices, and to 

foster trust in our discipline. 

DISCUSSION 

The issue of the degree of credibility of maps created and disseminated in mass media and social media has been discussed 

many times in France during meetings of les Cafés-Cartographiques. The Cafés-Cartographiques are 27 years old. 

Founded in 1999, our informal meetings quickly became a necessity to publicly present our professions, performed in 

accordance with the rigors of the law, respecting the value of the sources used in our joint work, respecting their authors. 

Thirty years ago, remaining closed off within our professional and scientific circles was no more an option in the face of 

the deployment of sensitive, participatory mapping, certainly legitimate, but which should not be confused with the 

responsibilities of the State, tasked with producing the so-called "base map" on a national scale. The State is responsible 

for maintaining the quality of surveys and measurements of our sovereign data, and for disseminating it on a large scale. 

These are institutional obligations aimed at preventing threats to our collective security. 
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It was essential to expand our professional meetings to include representatives of civil society. Meeting "in a café," 

alongside authors, in an informal and open space for the exchange of views, accessible to all, was a shared choice that 

emerged alongside our more formal, and therefore more exclusive, national and international roundtables and conferences. 

Among our fellow travelers, voices have risen over the years to remind us of our heritage, such as those of Stéphane 

Hessel and Pierre Gentelle, whom we quote today to convey the meaning of the values of international law enshrined in 

our democratic principles and the cartographic practices that stem from them. 

In 2007, Stéphane Hessel1 stated at les Cafés-Cartographiques: Very quickly after the creation of the United Nations 

in 1945, and under the impetus of this global organization, the earth became populated with states... You can see the 

enormous difficulty we had in making an international organization function that granted territories the status of a state 

with a government, with law and sovereignty, to a growing number of states... In a very short number of years, we went 

from 51 founding members of the United Nations to 192 states today2. And where there is a state, there is a geographical 

border. A legitimate border is one that stems from a shared history. A legitimate border is one that reflects what is 

democratically expressed on both sides of it. And it is the parliaments democratically elected by the people in the 

neighboring countries that say—Yes, this is where we recognize that there is a line that separates us, but that also allows 

us to come together, because it is a border that is also a means of access on both sides. We need borders because we 

need states. We must agree that so-and-so will organize the state in their own way—in the way that the people desire. We 

need a state because governing any people requires individuals to take responsibility. And preferably, a state that 

encompasses as many different peoples as possible under its administration and governance. In the space of about forty 

years, we have built the European Union. The borders between European states, which throughout history were the 

result of violent clashes and difficult negotiations between warriors, are now recognized by the populations as 

reflecting their wishes. What is obviously central to any geographical reflection is history. Let's take as our starting 

point a geography that is fundamentally human for peoples: where do people feel at home? We need to build multi-ethnic, 

multi-civilizational entities so that the world can function better. We should try to support the mixing of peoples within 

the same geographical map… fewer and fewer internal borders and more and more external communication, where the 

lines drawn on maps are lines of passage rather than lines of confrontation. There is geography and there is peace. And 

we must combine them harmoniously. 

Long discussions reminded us of the urgent need to respond together to the need to restore the values of international law 

enshrined in our democratic principles and the cartographic practices resulting from them. 

The Requirement Visibility to be in Agreement all at the Same Time 

The idea of democracy involves seeking a balance between authority and freedom, between the state and the individual, 

between the power of the one and the rights of the other. Against the legitimacy of divine right, a rational legitimacy is 

asserted, linked to the members of the social body, considered to be endowed with reason.  

Pierre Gentelle3, a leading figure in our public meetings, already took up this simple concept in 2005 for a broad program. 

Analyzing the origins and development of democracy, he stated that the law is conceived and negotiated for the benefit 

of the majority. It must be known and respected by everyone: "Ignorantia legis non excusat" (Ignorance of the law is no 

excuse). Our shared laws shape our professional ethics, whatever our profession. Attempting to disregard the law, to 

transgress the law, constitutes delinquent, "anti-democratic" behavior. Education, from a very young age and throughout, 

can guarantee a "respect for well-being" for all, thus ensuring respect for the democratic process. Everyone, at their level 

of responsibility and according to their skills and position in society, must be a guarantor of this respect.  

Democracy cannot be satisfied with laxity, which necessitates sanctions and repression and makes life in society 

unmanageable. Is the natural tendency of our societies to pervert democracy? To foster the emergence of interest groups? 

of lobbies, of clientelism, of power-obsessed ideologues? We see how power dynamics in information are constantly at 

play. It is not always easy to ensure the proper functioning of the mechanisms that underpin democracy. It is therefore 

imperative that laws, which evolve with our societies, be constantly taught to remain effective. How can we accept the 

breakdown of our collective means of transmitting knowledge in a role supposedly intended to inhibit the social 

development of individuals? Democracy must constantly strive to improve itself. To ensure this vigilance, everyone must 

be informed and educated in civic responsibility. 

1 Stéphane Hessel (1917-2013). French diplomat, ambassador, writer, National Council of Resistance Member, 1945. Observer of the 

editing of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. 

2 193 States Members in 2026. 

3 Pierre Gentelle (1933-2010). Geographer, Maison de l’archéologie et Ethnologie, Paris. 
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We see how the balance of power in information is constantly playing out. Here for few examples of public 

broadcasts of fake maps (Figures 1 to 8).  

 Figure 1, 2. Public Media ARTE.TV, 2025  – What is exactly a border ? an Armistice line ? 

Figure 3, 4. Public Media ARTE.TV, 2025  – What is exactly a border ? What is an Armistice line ? What is a State ? 

Figure 5. Google, April 2026 – What is a State ?       Figure 6. Administrative map of Libanon, 1965 (IGN Map Library) 
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 Figure 7. Recent paper in LIBERATION about fake-mapping https://www.liberation.fr/politique/elections/golfe-

dormuz-le-caire-situe-a-tripoli-moscou-a-istanbul-le-conseiller-special-de-marine-le-pen-publie-des-cartes-truffees-

derreur-20260325_JCSWFTRAQNBW5O4UY7UED5F34E/  (Mars 2026) 

 

Figure 8. Le Monde, Ed. Tallandier, Paris, 2026. 

– What is exactly a border ? What is an Armistice line ? 
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It Should Be Stressed That Mapping Is Not Creating Illustrations: A MAP IS NOT A DECORATION. MAPPING 

IS A PROFESSION 

Maps explore, inform, allow to discover, and educate. This is a tool for forecasting and decision-making, a tool of power, 

and even an instrument of propaganda when it merely projects all desires from reality to the imagination. A map tells the 

story its representations depict about a subject. It is therefore essential that training for careers in cartographic information, 

so vital to our citizenship, remains rigorous. 

Figure 9. Learning Mapping, J. D. Salachas, cartographer (Professor of cartography /ENSG-IGN) 

Building Visual Language According Jacques Bertin4, Françoise Vergneault-Belmont5 

The Visual Language determines a set of means to express information graphically: shape, value, texture, size and 

orientation are several of the "visual variables" Jacques Bertin defines in his « Sémiologie graphique » [Graphic 

Semiology] as of 1956. “Independently of questions relating to geography, the map remains a visual tool used in all 

disciplines alike”. 

What is information? The fundamental approach to solving a problem is to reduce it to the simplest questions possible. 

“In a data table, something must be defined as x, so that the rest can be defined as y. Then, a VISUAL MATRIX can be 

built somehow to advance the research and establish a synthesis of the data. Choosing characteristics, simplifying them 

and superimposing them to answer questions of correlation and creating a simple image, on which to base explanations, 

discussions, decisions...”. 

“What does it mean to understand? That is, from a set of mixed data, reclassified and grouped into as small a category 

as possible, to become aware of all the other questions raised by the whole of the representation. 

 Three questions arise from the study of visual language: 

• What is it about ? 

• Which groups do not apply ? 

• Which groups are the exceptions ? 

“To solve a problem in the form of a data table, to classify it in groups and transpose it into a structured fashion, offers 

a useful and coherent method which can be applied to any type of scientific research”. “The geographer who takes one 

year of cartography classes and considers himself a cartographer cannot be a cartographer. Being a cartographer, it is 

something else. The map is one of those serious things not always easy to understand”. 

4 Jacques Bertin (1918-2010) Cartographer and theorist, world-renowned authority on the subject of visualization. Founder of the 

Cartographic Laboratory of the EHESS, Paris 1954., SEMIOLOGY OF GRAPHICS, diagrams, networks, maps (first edition 1967 - 

Éditions Gauthier-Villars, Paris Ed. Mouton & Cie, Paris-La Haye – Éd. de l’École Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris) 

5 Françoise Vergneault-Belmont (1932-2023) Geographer, historian. Cartographer (Paris University), Honorary Director of Studies 

(EHESS, Paris) 
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“Maps are not simple illustrations: they are a means of "visually" providing information saying  I see a thing like this 

and I tell you how it is », because it is a question of learning by oneself first, in order to understand and before being able 

to know how to express information, to explain it to others”.  

“The map is to learn and to inform, to show correlations and raise the issues, that which is indisputable - considering 

the "conceivable error" caused by "generalization"”. (Bertin J., June 2009, ACI Paris 2011) 

Rules Circulating Spatial Information  

Circulating spatial information means spreading high-quality information, precisely sourced, guaranteed by 

comprehensive professional training,which must rely on an upright general education. The map, resulting from the 

collegial work of our medium discipline, is a vector of multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary information… 

 

What can we represent about democracy on maps? And since we are democrats, how can we ensure that the representation 

of a phenomenon induces reflection that leads to more democracy? In other words, how can we ensure that the map tool, 

a vector of information (not too much information at once), awakens understanding of a phenomenon or opens up an 

approach to a phenomenon, in order to better consider the application of democracy wherever it should be applied? 

 

From the thought of an author, from the fruit of their work interpreted through the measured graphics of the person who 

will make the map, the cartographer is a transmitter of information. Is the cartographer a draftsman-surveyor or a map 

designer, or both? How can we make maps better than those that are offered to us? 

 

When one wants to draw on any medium the representation of an object-subject-phenomenon (OSP), what does one do? 

One transfers selected elements of this OSP onto a portion of the Earth's surface on a map. 

Is it up to the cartographer to choose what should be represented on their map? Yes and no: 

When one wants to draw on any medium the representation of an object-subject-phenomenon (OSP), what does one do? 

One transfers selected elements of this OSP onto a portion of the Earth's surface on a map. 

The representation of the OSP "democracy" therefore implies, in advance, highlighting a chosen conception: 

 

• The meaning of "democracy", particularly the relationship between theory and practices 

• The scale and level at which it is considered 

• The qualification of the cartographer’s work.  

 

Cartographers represent, describe the territory and place in this territory one or several themes or problems, by 

following rules. But which rules? To which rules does the cartographer refer so that his map can be readable and 

understandable? 

 

First, the rules imposed on him: 
 

• Human morphology: visual acuity, reading of the perception threshold, color appreciation... 

• The nature of the information to be mapped on a limited surface, 

• The technical characteristics of the map to be produced, 

• The definition of the map user, 

• The conditions for consulting the map. 

 

But beyond respecting these specific characteristics of the cartographer's profession, technological constraints, the 

tools available, other rules apply. Those imposed by respect for "democracy," whatever the subject addressed: 

INTERNATIONAL LAW 

 

International law is defined through the negotiation of international treaties that tell us who lives where and with 

whom. To understand us, we need to speak the same language. That of international law enshrines the universality of 

our graphic language in cartography. Each line of the map carries a common meaning, regardless of its nature. 

Derogating from our common rules, ratified on a case-by-case basis in order to understand ourselves unambiguously, 

was motivated by a desire to misinform.  
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Borders and demarcation lines, armistice lines, which both separate us and protect us, must first and foremost be 

accurately reproduced on maps, to a tenth of a millimetre, without prejudice, as defined in international treaties by 

agreement involving the States parties at a given moment in their history. 

How Does Our Idea Democracy Apply Maps? 

It is the responsibility of the cartographer (of the author of the mapped subject and of their publisher) to seek the 

foundational information of a phenomenon, to verify and cross-check their sources… the cartographer must continually 

"choose" how to represent the information, in order to respect both the author's idea and best support the reader's approach. 

They must process this reduced image of a territory into a projection and scale appropriate to the quality and quantity of 

information they need to provide. 

 

How will the cartographer serve their reader? Here we touch on the quality of the "democrat": Through the map, it is also 

the cartographer who speaks about democracy. 

 

The Cartographer Designs A Relay Of Thought 

His constant concern must be to complete his map as fully as possible to support the quality of the subject presented, 

while pruning, adapting — generalizing what map makers who ignore the meaning of topographical data and are not 

cartographers have not learned to do. For to "generalize" a subject and remain clear, legible, understandable without 

overloading or crushing the information, one must know how to master its detail. To deliver information "as objective as 

possible," most faithful to reality, unbiased, as accurate as possible, and as readable as possible. 

Faithful to which reality? To know, one must change scale. One must approach, detail as much as possible to be able to 

understand the phenomenon to describe. 

Figure of knowledge, or figure to know, a map is a discourse at several levels of reading; a synthesis that emerges from 

the elimination of any "noise" that could blur the understanding of the "objective" message built to be transmitted without 

ambiguity 

In ‘l’œil qui pense’ published in 2008, Françoise Vergneault-Belmont proposed 23 discovery itineraries of graphic 

methods in the service of research in human sciences; here we are offered an invitation to anyone curious about graphic 

matters — a set of graphic instruments, simple and logical, made available to all, a grammar of a visual language essential 

for shaping an idea and designing the graphic document that is a map. 

As the author explains, thought can be materialized through speech,  writing, or drawing. Thus, diagrams, charts, graphs, 

histograms, chorèmes, networks, trees, tables… maps, are as many multifaceted figures of knowledge proposed to convey 

ideas and concepts, to sharpen perspectives and stimulate curiosity. A map is defined as "a window open to the universe", 

which the cartographer must gradually construct based on the reflection of an author, in accordance with the demands of 

objectivity and precision with exact reference to the data collected to document their subject. 

These are the essential functions of cartographic practice that come into play in this volume, to support Françoise 

Vergneault-Belmont’s desire to share her know-how, "her companionship" with this discipline that leads both to "travel, 

reflection, daydreaming, but also to conflict and war…"   

The map, an intellectual tool, a source of interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary information, also a travel guide, a sum 

of clearly expressed thematic analyses, remains a precise and dated inventory of a defined space. The map provides 

information: the keys to its construction must therefore be precisely delivered to its reader to avoid any risk of confusion 

and to validate the scientific nature of the objects and the message it conveys. 

Title, caption, scale, orientation, sources and references, signatures, and any possible comments must be harmoniously 

inscribed and laid out, constituting the essential framework for understanding the entire submitted document. 

Françoise Vergneault-Belmont here supports a sensitive point of our profession, among those that in a way confer its 

distinction: it is clear that without all of these indications, the map loses all meaning.Whether professional or non-

professional in the fields of cartography, everyone will be able to find throughout these chapters the essential arguments 

for taking into account a certain number of keys that they must imperatively master in order for their work to be usable. 
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Figure 10,11.  LIRE L’ESPACE, PENSER LA CARTE (1998) — L‘ŒIL QUI PENSE (2008),                          

Vergneault-Belmont, F. Éd. L’Harmattan, Paris. 

And out of a simple desire to understand these access keys to cartography, any curious person will find clear explanations 

here, simply expressed, always illustrated with comments and examples of applications… The very notion of graphic 

language can only be spontaneously conceived through practice and constant effort to convey as accurately as possible a 

precisely defined piece of information. 

As Jacques Bertin, father of graphic semiology, told us not long ago, 'It's our turn!'. 

CONCLUSION - PROPOSAL TO ESTABLISH A WORKING GROUP ‘CARTOGRAPHY AND 

CITIZENSHIP’ 

Context 

In this context, our response, as the professional cartographers we are, is to find any mean able to help 

illustrators, designers and bridge the knowledge gap in cartographic education through our collective rules.  

There is no doubt that the professional ethics of our cartography profession prioritize the rigor of our work in 

strict compliance with international law and the common good of Humanity.  

The opening up of cartographic production practices and the related increasingly frequent publication of spatial 

information without maintaining basic cartographic knowledge, awareness of the real state of geographical space, and 

sometimes even deliberate dissemination of its erroneous image to uninitiated recipients, leads to a significant loss of 

credibility of our profession, especially in the case of maps regularly disseminated by the media outside any ethical norm 

related to our discipline and ways of presenting space and territories, regardless of the available graphic production tools.  

This situation engages our professional responsibility. The daily repeated dissemination of biased illustrations in a 

world in chaos attracts worried and recurring questions from the most informed audiences, misleading the very meaning 

of information for everyone. 

These permanent alerts require clear answers from us based on our know-how and their sources, and on the 

definition of our tools, their uses and their accessibility. 
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This can only be achieved within the rules of law, that is to say international and national conventions, in this case 

validated by the UN [https://www.un.org] which define the international consensus signed by its treaties. Each layout of 

the map is designed according to the rules of precise graphic charters that all cartographers are required to respect from 

one scale to another. As such, representations, in particular of borders and lines delimiting the suspended identity of 

territories, call for our full attention so as not to allow the map to become nothing more than a vulgar tool of 

disinformation, or even propaganda, outside of international law, outside the law. 

Whatever its subject, it is on the one hand about allowing us to understand the rules which determine any cartographic 

realization designed in the general interest by international law and on the other, it is about placing our approach in a 

universal desire to relay knowledge to the citizens of the world through the map which must inform without major risk of 

error in order to enrich the thinking of its readers and thus to contribute to strengthening our common citizen identity. 

Goals 

In our collective approach, we propose to the International Cartographic Association, a universal source at the 

forefront of applications and research for all of our cartographic disciplines, the creation of the 

“CARTOGRAPHY AND CITIZENSHIP” working group. 

Our desire is motivated by the observation of the repeated requests made to us by informed audiences and aims to 

concretize the link between all of our collegial professional activities and citizens who are attentive to cartographic 

productions that too often escape them. 

Tools, Methology, Principles 

• The tool: Creation of a working group aimed at achieving a secure link through the unity of the ICA/ACI 

between our professional skills rigorously applied within the framework of international law, anchored on the 

historical expertise of our cartographic disciplines, and the public uses of cartographic information: we propose 

the creation of a cartography observatory centered on the definition and expression of the law which affirms our 

citizenship. 

 

• Methodology and principles: 

1. Promote access to sources of cartographic documentation. 

2. Raise awareness of respect for international law. 

3. Become aware of the relationship to the scale of representation of information to be mapped. 

4. Respond to the influence of our professional ethics among the public by sharing our working methods, 

    knowledge of our tools and their applications. 

5. Promote the implementation of cultural exchanges aimed at understanding our contemporary societies. 

Action Plan 

• Organize the dissemination of knowledge through the exchange, production and dissemination of 

information relating to cartographic publications.  

• Organize the dissemination of knowledge relating to research in our disciplinary fields of cartography. 

• Collaborate and bring our collective expertise to meetings, round tables, debates, seminars and 

dedicated websites. 

• Maintain workshops for exchanges and training in our interdisciplinary knowledge in cartography.of 

our disciplinary fields and certify, together, their relevance. 

• Maintain work group communication networks 

Members 

The “CARTOGRAPHY AND CITIZENSHIP” working group aims for global representation, including in 

particular researchers and actors in institutional cartographic production within States, the representation of major 

producers of topographic and cartographic reference data whose quality must be available for any coherent cartographic 

production and reference analysis, in order to guarantee the widest possible opening of our disciplinary fields put into 

perspective throughout the world. 
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