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There are tens of thousands of words written both pro and
con the Peters Map. Cartographers and Geographers filled
many pages of Geography and the Cartographic Journal in
2003. It may seem arrogant to try to cut through the
verbiage, but we all have access to objective truth when we
discuss the world map – we can compare the Peters Map
with the objective truth of the globe. Everyone can do this –
children as well as adults – and anyone who does will soon
find the Peters Map
unsatisfactory.

For example, in reality – and
on the globe – Africa is as ‘wide’
(east-west) as it is ‘long’ (north-
south). Peters makes Africa twice
as long as it is wide. The
consequences include:

1. Young children, who use
shapes for recognition, can confuse Africa with South
America.

2. The ‘narrowness’ of Africa on the Peters Map distorts a
key concept in understanding Africa. It makes the
coastline seem close to all parts of the continent. In
reality – as any globe will show – there is a long and
difficult journey to and from the coast for most of
Africa, and this has huge implications for African
development.

3. By promoting major misconceptions about Africa, the
validity of other statements made by people who use the
Peters Map becomes questionable. People could reason
that if DE promotes this misconception, there may well
be other lies.

4. It is an insult to Africans to publish such a distorted
map of their continent, given that Europe is relatively
correct in its shape on the Peters Map. Why should
solutions to the genuine problems of representing the
round world on flat paper be concentrated on tropical
lands? 

5. These points clearly have wider relevance beyond the
portrayal of Africa: all tropical lands are distorted.
Similar points can be made for Latin America and south
Asia.

To sum up, I can see no justification for using the Peters
Map when better maps are available. The Peters Map has
reached its ‘sell-by’ date, but at least four of Peters’
achievements can – and should – live on:

• Peters’ emphasis on an ‘equal-area’ world map is surely
right. It is hard to envisage any good reason for
choosing a world map which enlarges some parts of the
world and diminishes others. Such maps are neither true,
nor fair – yet they are widespread. Even DFID uses a
map of this type on the front of its leaflet ‘Making
Globalisation Work for the World’s Poor’. It is as if
Peters has taught us nothing. Many, many world maps

enlarge the coldest, least-
populated northern lands, and
diminish the size of tropical areas.
This is untrue and unfair.

• Peters’ emphasis on world
maps being interesting and
important is another lasting legacy
of his life and map. Until Peters,
many people had not found world

maps interesting, nor important. We can still be grateful
for this message – and we need to continue to convey it.

• Peters exposed successfully the political and educational
implications of the Mercator Map. By implication, he
challenged other world maps which enlarge cool
temperate northern lands and diminish tropical lands.
The idea that a non equal-area world map is not merely
untrue and unfair, but makes a political statement, is an
important concept.

• Peters knew how to communicate. For years,
Geographers had been aware of the virtues of equal-area
maps, and the problems of using Mercator. They also
knew of several good equal-area map projections. But
they failed to communicate their knowledge, let alone
persuade anyone that this knowledge was interesting and
important.

This failure of geographers and cartographers to
communicate is as spectacular as the success of Peters. This
is perhaps the most important point of all. Over 300 years
ago, John Milton wrote, ‘I cannot praise a fugitive or
cloistered virtue’. Isn’t this still a valid point?

So can we bury the Peters Map, yet keep Peters’ key
achievements alive? We must continue to promote equal-area
world maps: the case for them is so strong, the case against
so weak – and their frequent use is a matter of grave
concern. But this message alone will not inspire people.
Equal-area projections such as Mollweide, Sanson-
Flamsteed, Hammer, and Eckert IV have existed for many
years. They are useful world maps, with far fewer
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By promoting major
misconceptions about Africa, the
validity of other statements made

by people who use the Peters
Map becomes questionable.
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weaknesses than the Peters Map, but they stay unnoticed as
‘part of the furniture’. They have not inspired previous
generations in the way that Peters did, so they are hardly
likely to inspire the next generation.

To put the round world on flat paper, it is not necessary to
start with complex maths. If we have a globe as our starting
point, anyone of any age can see the problem and possible
solutions. We must either stretch or squash or cut the world
– or use some combination of these three approaches. This is
true for all the hundreds of map projections that have been
created. We reject as far as possible ‘stretch’ (ie enlarging
parts of the world) – because we insist on an equal-area map.
We reject on principle ‘squash’ (ie distorting parts of the
world) – because we don’t want the worldwide distortions of
Peters or Eckert IV, nor do we want the distortions at the
edges of Mollweide and many other projections. That leaves
‘cut’: the nearest approach to unwrapping the surface of the
earth (‘unpeeling the orange skin’). By using extra cuts, we
can keep size and shape almost correct.

There is a very important – and rarely understood –
aspect of the shape of the earth that is highly relevant to
Development Education. If we start with the idea that most
DE people have a particular concern with tropical and sub-
topical countries, it means that we particularly want those
areas of the globe between 30 N and 30 S to be shown very
well. Spherical geometry helps here! The diagrams [Fig.1]
show that the whole of the tropical lands can be joined
together on flat paper with very little distortion. In fact the
30˚ line of latitude is only one-eighth shorter (12%) than the
Equator: this is much less than the 33% reduction in 2-D
geometry. The diagram also shows that the tropics (and
subtropics) (0 to 30 N & S) are well over three times bigger
than the Arctic/Antarctic areas (60 to 90 N & S). Both these
key facts are vital to understand, not difficult to grasp – and
very little known.

The only way to show tropical and sub-tropical parts of
the world well on a world equal-area map is to chop deeply
into cold and temperate areas. If we could find an unusual
form of cutting, we would get size and shape of all parts of
the world almost correct, and a distinctive and inspiring

shape to our world map. Could it become the new
Development Education logo?

The reasoning could go as follows. We’ll keep Africa in
the centre – that helps with DE, and also helps to keep the
lines of longitude comprehensible (west on the left; east on
the right – the alternatives are very confusing). We’ll cut into
the big oceans – the Pacific at both edges of the map is
already cut, and further deep cuts can be made in the North
and South Atlantic and the Indian Ocean. So far, so good –
but there are two problems. Firstly, you have seen similar
maps before (Interrupted Sanson-Flamsteed, or Goode map)
so it is not distinctive. The second problem is caused by the
huge size of Eurasia: western Europe and eastern Asia are
distorted in shape, and Europe is somewhat distorted in
shape.

To tackle these two problems, I propose two extra cuts in
Russia: at 60 E, north of the Urals (the Europe/Asia divide),
and a cut in Siberia, at about 120 E. These new cuts will not
be as ‘deep’ as the cuts in the oceans, so that Russia is still
recognisable, but they will be sufficient to ‘de-distort’
western Europe and eastern Asia. We now have a distinctive
and unusual map [Fig. 2]. We can highlight the tropical
and/or low income countries, which are shown very well.
The map has fewer distortions. It can, if you wish, be called
the ‘(W)Right World Map & Logo for DE’, if DE would like
to accept it.

We certainly need to move on, and to find a better world
map than the Peters Map, while continuing to insist that an
equal-area world map is absolutely vital. And we need to
continue to love and to cherish our globe – our only planet.

David R Wright is author of ‘Maps with Latitude’
(Geographical Assn., 2000) and co-author of Philip’s
Children’s Atlas (Geo Philip, 10th ed 2002). He was a
lecturer at the University of East Anglia, Norwich.
Further discussion of these suggestions, plus a proposed
international project on world maps, can be found on
the author’s website: www.dandjwright.co.uk
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