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Abstract:

Decolonization is more than the undoing of colonial nation-state borders and has grown to become a more critical lens of
understanding the ways in which colonial worldviews still shape everyday life (Smith 2012; Liboiron, 2021; Ferdinand,
2021). To think decolonially includes an understanding of the role colonization plays in today’s systems of inequality,
such as how it has shaped development, and exacerbated climate change particularly in the Global South, and to identify
ways of resistance (Sultana, 2022).Therefore the work of decolonization and decolonial thinking is not only an
acknowledgement of colonial histories, systems, and structures, but is also highlighting Indigenous and other ways of
knowing and being made marginal by colonial violence (Smith, 2012; Kimmerer, 2013). Decolonial thinking offers a
rich theoretical starting point in order to assert, enact, and envision worlds outside of the literal and figurative borders of
colonialism. Given that what would it mean to take this theory and apply it to the way we make maps?

Similarly, critical, feminist, Indigenous, and counter-cartography put into practice what it means to map against colonial
systems of power, while contending with the history of the map as a colonizing tool (Cohen and Duggan, 2021; Crampton
and Krygier, 2015; McGurk and Caquard, 2020; Garcia, 2020; Willmott, 2020). They intersect and overlap with
decolonial approaches especially in advocating for practicing critical reflexivity on positionality, exposing unjust power
dynamics, re-centering of Indigenous worldviews, and fostering good relations with the land, and each other (Rose, 1997;
Rose-Redwood et al, 2021;Thambinathan and Kinsella, 2021). Similarly the growing body of work and interest
particularly in counter-mapping to expose spatial injustice illustrate how issues of decolonization manifest in places and
are experienced by communities, often inviting creative and participatory methods into mapping out these perspectives
(Sletto et al, 2023; Orangotango, 2018). However, more work can still be done into investigating what challenges arise in
using these methods to decolonize or counter cartographic practices.

In this paper we look into decolonial theory alongside the practices of counter-mapping, and investigate the tensions,
challenges, and contradictions of what it means to embed teachings from critical theory into the design of maps. In looking
specifically at what it means to translate critical theory into a design practice, there is a need to identify what tools and
techniques can best embody the values of decolonial theory in specific and localized contexts. More importantly, deeper
research is needed to understand what tensions exist in utilizing the map as medium and method of a decolonial practice,
this is especially considering the history of a map as a tool of colonial domination. Furthermore, enacting decolonial
theory is often messy, opening up questions of representation (Kim, 2015; Crosby et al, 2024), imperfect, particularly in
negotiating map-making “expertise,” and rife with tensions, especially with negotiating the history of the map as medium
for colonial domination and to prescribe borders (McGurk and Caquard, 2020; Reid and Sieber, 2020). How then do
counter-mapping projects negotiate and reconcile these contradictions? And more importantly, how do these counter-
mapping projects refashion the map as a medium to generate decolonial worlds?

To address these questions, we turn towards counter-mapping cases in Southeast Asia and the Caribbean in which the
need for decolonial approaches is ever-urgent. This is especially given the context of colonial histories, often manifesting
in tensions within development, and risks and vulnerabilities from a changing climate (Ferdinand, 2021; Sheller, 2022).
As such, we draw insights and lessons from examining personal mapping projects, interviews, and analysing counter-
mapping projects from across those regions. These cases reveal the importance of a map and mapping process to engage
in subversion of colonial power and paradigms, build non-extractive and collaborative relations, and put forth
visualization of place beyond colonialism. The key to managing tensions lies in staying true to a context-specific
decolonial praxis that informs mapping process and design. Learning from the challenges of translating decolonial theory
to these specific contexts reveal the plurality of ways and approaches in decolonizing mapping practices. Understanding
these processes adds to the discourse of critical reflexivity in examining cartographer positionality, better relating
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theoretical teachings to everyday lived realities, and ensuring the mapping project is impactful in countering injustice
brought about by colonialism.

References

Cohen, P., & Dugan, M. (Eds.). (2021). New directions in radical cartography: Why the map is never the territory (Vol.
10). Rowman & Littlefield. https://doi.org/10.1080/23729333.2022.2062662

Crampton, J. W., & Krygier, J. (2015). An Introduction to Critical Cartography. ACME: An International Journal for
Critical Geographies, 4(1), 11-33.

Crosby, A., Silvia, A., Tifani, C., & Imantaka, M. E. (2024). Counter-mapping Surabaya: Designing ‘cities within the
city.” Cities, 145, 104675. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2023.104675

Ferdinand, M. (with Davis, A. Y.). (2021). Decolonial Ecology: Thinking from the Caribbean World (A. P. Smith, Trans.).
John Wiley & Sons.

Garcia, P. (2020). CARTOGRAPHIES OF INVISIBILITY A reflection on the potential of maps and diagrams as socio
political ~ communication tools [Piet Zwart Institute, Willem de Kooning Academy].
https://project.xpub.nl/cartographies-of-counter-speculation/pdf/garcia-paloma-cartographies-of-invisibility.pdf

Kim, A. M. (2015). Critical cartography 2.0: From “participatory mapping” to authored visualizations of power and
people. Landscape and Urban Planning, 142, 215-225. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2015.07.012

Kimmerer, R. W. (2013). Braiding Sweetgrass:Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants.
Milkweed Editions.

Kollektiv Orangotango (Ed.). (2018). This Is Not An Atlas (1-26). Impressum. https://notanatlas.org/book/

Liboiron, M. (2021). Pollution Is Colonialism. Duke University Press; JSTOR. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1ljhvnk1

McGurk, T. J., & Caquard, S. (2020). To what extent can online mapping be decolonial? A journey throughout Indigenous
cartography in Canada -. https://doi.org/10.1111/cag.12602

Rose-Redwood, R., Barnd, N., Lucchesi, A., Dias, S., & Patrick, W. (2020). Decolonizing the Map: Recentering
Indigenous Mappings. Cartographica: The International Journal for Geographic Information and Geovisualization, 55,
151-162. https://doi.org/10.3138/cart.53.3.intro

Sheller, M. (2020). Island Futures: Caribbean Survival in the Anthropocene. Duke University Press.

Sletto, B., Novoa, M., & Vasudevan, R. (2023). “History can’t be written without us in the center”: Colonial trauma, the
cartographic body, and decolonizing methodologies in urban planning. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space,
41(1), 148-1609. https://doi.org/10.1177/02637758231153642

Smith, L. T. (2022). Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (2nd ed.). Bloomsbury Academic.

Sultana, F. (2022). The unbearable heaviness of climate coloniality. Political Geography, 99, 102638.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2022.102638

Thambinathan, V., & Kinsella, E. A. (2021). Decolonizing Methodologies in Qualitative Research: Creating Spaces for
Transformative  Praxis.  International Jowrnal of Qualitative  Methods, 20, 16094069211014766.
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211014766

Wilmott, C. (2020). Mobile Mapping: Space, Cartography and the Digital. Amsterdam University Press.
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvx8b7zc

Abstracts of the International Cartographic Association, 10, 77, 2025
32nd International Cartographic Conference (ICC 2025), 17-22 August 2025, Vancouver, Canada.
https://doi.org/10.5194/ica-abs-10-77-2025 © Author(s) 2025. CC BY 4.0 License.


https://doi.org/10.1080/23729333.2022.2062662
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2023.104675
https://project.xpub.nl/cartographies-of-counter-speculation/pdf/garcia-paloma-cartographies-of-invisibility.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2015.07.012
https://notanatlas.org/book/
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1jhvnk1
https://doi.org/10.1111/cag.12602
https://doi.org/10.3138/cart.53.3.intro
https://doi.org/10.1177/02637758231153642
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2022.102638
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211014766
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvx8b7zc

	Decolonizing mapping practices: Tools, tensions, and issues of translation in creating counter-cartographies
	Abstract:
	References




