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Mapping Boundaries
Exploring design decisions for a neutral 
mapping of border disputes
by l iam fleming

Border disputes are extremely complex. 
and mapping them is just as complex. 
Despite the importance of mapping these 
complex issues in an impartial manner 
almost no research is available on it. In 
fact, very little research goes into border 
dispute mapping explicitly, even though 
maps make up the figures of many geo-
political focused papers on disputes.

border d ispute design
Most border disputes have a plethora of 
available  information  explaining them [1]. 
Despite this, cartographers, whether they 
be atlas editors, global web-map provid-
ers, or visual journalists, struggle to map 
these phenomena, and all do so differ-
ently, both in terms of what they include 
and most notably for this thesis how they 
visualize it.  Even though maps make up 
the figures of many geopolitical focused 
papers on disputes, research on the topic 
of border dispute design is practically 
non-existant, and so this thesis attempts 
to ammend that, specifically exploring 
how one might design these disputes in a 
neutral or impartial manner. 

l iterature review
As part of the general overview of bor-
der dispute research into dozens of bor-
der disputes on the geopolitical level was 
conducted.

Fig 2. Spread in the Neutral Map Design Guideline about the philosophy of neutrality as well an 
introduction to neutral map design as a concept. 

A wide array of maps from an array of dif-
ferent sources are analysed visually, par-
ticularly their map symbols and aspects 
most relevant and unique to maps that 
contain border disputes.

There is also an imperative to introduce 
map design basics through some funda-
mental material [2][3][4].

Finally brief foundational research into 
neutrality as a philosophy is conducted, a 
field that is also not very expansive beyond 
its connection to the geopolitical realm[5]. 
At the end of the literature review A defi-
nition for neutral map design could be 
established as simply the application of 
cartographic features & design principles 
through the lens of a neutral philosophy.

guidel ine
The literature review helps establish a 
preliminary guideline that collects and 
explains pre-existing potentially neu-
tral design methods for border dispute 
maps in one place and offer help and 
basic suggestions to aid one map bor-
der disputes in a more impartial man-
ner broadly. From the beginning the 
thesis acknowledges cartographers 
are often limited in how they get to 
represent things whether it be because 
of map policy, clients, or local govern-
ments, or otherwise. Because of this 
the guideline focuses on broad ideas, 

suggestions, and concepts, rather 
than strict rules for a reader to follow. 
The guideline is in written form in the 
methods section of the thesis, how-
ever a more visual example for public 
use is in the works (Fig 2).

evaluation & results
Evaluation of the preliminary guideline 
was done by creating maps that fol-
lowed it’s written rules (Fig 1) to be com-
pared against a set of created maps that 
went against it. Through polling, mostly 
of other cartographers, the preliminary 
broad design guidelines were deemed a 
success. The neutral map presentations 
were perceived as more neutral than ones 
that were created going against the guide-
line, in that respondents were much less 
inclined to support one side over the other 
when reacting to them, and when they did 
it was more often based on available infor-
mation rather than how the map felt.

conclusion
The thesis provides a method of border 
dispute map Wdesign that is perceived to 
be impartial. It also highlights the need for 
more research into border dispute map  
design overall.
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Fig 1. A map poster of a fictional region & 
dispute that was designed following neutral 
map design methods.


