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Introduction

Maps are among the most persuasive artifacts of modern life. They tell us where we
are and, more powerfully, who we are. In Europe, where borders have been drawn and
redrawn with unsettling frequency, cartography became a language through which
communities imagined themselves as nations and justified the lands they claimed as
home. This book argues that map-making did not merely reflect political realities; it
actively produced them. By rendering space as objective and self-evident, maps
naturalized contingent histories and elevated selective narratives of belonging to the
status of common sense.

The chapters that follow trace how, from the late eighteenth century to the digital
present, cartographers, educators, soldiers, and statesmen used maps, atlases, and
wall charts to cultivate national identities. The Enlightenment quest for accurate
surveys supplied the technical grammar of nationhood—triangulation points,
meridians, and boundaries—while Romanticism endowed that grammar with affect:
sacred rivers, protective mountains, and homelands imagined as bodies with hearts
and limbs. As Europe lurched through revolutions, unifications, partitions, and world
wars, the cartographic page became a battleground where rival futures were drafted
in ink before they were fought on the ground.

A central concern of this study is the schoolroom. Generations of Europeans learned to
see their countries through atlases that standardized colors, symbols, and silhouettes:
the French Hexagon, the British Isles, the German heartland, the Italian boot.
Pedagogical materials established habits of looking—where to place the center, how to
shade the periphery, which past borders to memorialize and which to forget. These
practices did not simply transmit facts; they trained imaginations. The authority of the
map, reinforced by the authority of the teacher, helped produce citizens who
recognized themselves in a bounded space and in a story about that space.

Yet the map’s promise of neutrality was always fragile. Ethnographic and linguistic
maps, with their patches of color and dotted lines, claimed to depict populations
objectively even as they advanced particular visions of homogeneity. Historical maps
resurrected medieval realms or imperial frontiers to lend legitimacy to present
demands. In empires such as the Habsburg, Ottoman, and Romanov domains—and
later in the postwar order—cartographic choices about scale, projection, and legend
could soothe or inflame, include or erase. The Balkans, Poland, and other contested
regions offer especially vivid examples of how cartography both reflected and shaped
competing national projects.

Methodologically, this book combines close visual analysis with archival research into
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map production, circulation, and reception. It examines publishers’ correspondence,
ministry directives, and textbook reforms alongside battlefield maps and diplomatic
portfolios. Attention is paid to design decisions—color schemes, typography,
symbols—as well as to the infrastructures that made maps authoritative: surveying
corps, statistical offices, teacher training colleges, and printing houses. Where
possible, | also draw on diaries, marginalia, and classroom records to reconstruct how
maps were actually used by pupils and citizens, not only displayed by states.

The structure of the book moves from foundations to case studies and then to the
transformations of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Early chapters explore the
technical and conceptual architectures of modern mapping. Middle chapters take up
national and regional cases—France, Germany, Italy, the British Isles, the Balkans, and
Poland—tracing how particular cartographies of belonging coalesced. Later chapters
consider the ruptures of the World Wars, the disciplining geometries of the Cold War,
and the shifting imaginaries of European integration. The final chapters examine
counter-mapping by minorities and social movements and assess how digital
platforms and GIS have revived old narratives while enabling new ones.

Maps of Belonging does not propose a simple morality tale of propaganda versus
truth. Rather, it invites readers to recognize how even the most precise map is a
condensed argument about space, history, and identity. By making visible the choices
embedded in projection, color, and caption—by seeing maps as authored claims rather
than transparent windows—we can better understand how territorial politics are
imagined, taught, and contested. In doing so, we become more attentive navigators of
Europe’s past and its still-unfolding geographies of belonging.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Cartographic Turn: Mapping
Modern Europe

Maps of Belonging opens its investigation at a moment when the very act of looking at
the world changed. For centuries, Europeans had drawn and used maps, but the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries witnessed a profound transformation—a
“cartographic turn” that linked the production of geographical knowledge directly to
the formation of national consciousness. This chapter traces how the ambition to
measure, classify, and depict territory evolved from an instrument of monarchs and
merchants into a medium through which nations imagined themselves into existence.
It explores the convergence of scientific technique, political ambition, and cultural
sentiment that made the map not merely a guide to space, but a claim to it.

To understand this shift, we must first appreciate how maps moved from the
privileged workshops of elites into the hands and eyes of ordinary people. The
expansion of print culture, the rise of public education, and the growing appetite for
visual information combined to create a new cartographic public. Atlases became
household objects, wall maps adorned classrooms and city halls, and pocket maps
accompanied travelers and soldiers. As this diffusion occurred, the authority of the
map—its aura of precision and impartiality—was mobilized to teach citizens where
they belonged and to justify the territorial boundaries that defined their community.
The map became a civic scripture, readable by all and trusted by many.

But this trust was not accidental; it was engineered. The Enlightenment’s demand for
rational knowledge and empirical observation supplied the tools: the surveyor’s chain,
the theodolite, the compass, and the grid of latitude and longitude. These tools
promised to banish the distortions of myth and replace them with the certainty of
measurement. The French Revolutionaries, for instance, saw in the creation of a
uniform survey a way to erase the patchwork of feudal jurisdictions and assert a
rational, centralized Republic. Their survey, the famous cadastral map, was not merely
about recording land ownership; it was about making the nation visible to itself and to
its citizens.

This rationalism, however, was soon infused with a different spirit. As Romanticism
swept through Europe, mapmakers began to shade their work with emotion and
historical memory. Mountains were no longer just contour lines; they became the
nation’s rugged backbone. Rivers ceased to be mere hydrological features; they
became the lifeblood of a people’s territory. Maps started to depict the Vaterland or
the patrie not as a geometric abstraction, but as a living, almost organic entity. This
fusion of Enlightenment precision and Romantic affect was the alchemy that turned a
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simple plan of territory into a powerful symbol of national identity.

The Napoleonic Wars provided a crucible for this new cartography. Armies on the
move required accurate, detailed maps of hostile territories, and the state’s ability to
produce such maps became a matter of military survival. At the same time,
Napoleon’s administrators used maps to reorganize the territories they conquered,
drawing new departments and borders that swept away centuries of tradition. The
map became both a weapon of war and an instrument of peace, a tool for both
destruction and reconstruction. Its power to redraw reality was made terrifyingly
apparent.

Back home, the proliferation of maps in the service of the state fostered a sense of
collective ownership. Citizens were encouraged to see “their” country’s borders on
printed sheets, often colored in a national hue, distinct from the neighboring rivals.
The land was transformed into a possession of the “people,” a shared inheritance to
be defended. The citizen-army, the levée en masse, needed to know not only how to
fight, but for what and where. The map gave them a tangible answer: a bounded,
colored space on paper that represented their home, their nation, and their future.

It is important to remember that this process was not uniform across Europe. In some
places, like France or Britain, a relatively strong central state could impose its
cartographic vision from the top down. In others, such as Germany or Italy, which
existed as cultural ideas long before they were political states, maps were often the
work of enthusiasts and intellectuals who used them to argue for unity. Their maps of
“Greater Serbia” or “Greater Italy” or a “German-speaking Europe” were acts of
political prophecy, drawn in defiance of existing political realities, but with the power
to make those realities seem illegitimate.

The role of the map in education cannot be overstated. As compulsory schooling
expanded in the nineteenth century, geography became a cornerstone of the
curriculum. Children learned to draw maps from memory, to memorize the names of
provinces and capitals, and to associate the shape of their country with its historical
destiny. A misplaced border on a classroom map could be as offensive as a misquoted
national anthem. In this sense, the map was not just a visual aid; it was a tool of moral
and political instruction, shaping how generations learned to see themselves in the
world.

The production of maps also became a major industry, with commercial publishers
competing to produce the most accurate, up-to-date, and visually appealing atlases.
These publishers navigated a delicate balance between scientific accuracy and
patriotic sentiment. An atlas that failed to show a contested region as part of its
nation’s territory would be criticized, while one that included exaggerated claims
might be dismissed as jingoistic. This commercial dimension meant that cartographic
conventions were shaped not only by governments and academies, but also by public
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demand and market forces, creating a dynamic interplay between the state and
society.

Simultaneously, the development of new statistical methods and the practice of
census-taking provided a new kind of data for maps. Population density, linguistic
groups, and religious affiliations could now be mapped, creating what were known as
“ethnographic maps.” While presented as objective scientific documents, these maps
were inherently political. The decision of how to define a language, where to draw the
line between one group and another, and what color to assign to each population was
a profoundly political act. These maps would later be used to justify the creation of
new states or the persecution of minorities.

As the century progressed, the tools of cartography grew more sophisticated and more
closely tied to the state apparatus. National geodetic surveys, like the Ordnance
Survey in Britain or the Institut Géographique National in France, were established as
permanent state institutions. They employed hundreds of surveyors, engravers, and
printers, and their work was declared definitive. To possess the definitive map of a
country was to possess the definitive account of its territory. This monopoly on the
“true” representation of space was a powerful form of authority.

This authority was often deployed to settle disputes. When two nations squabbled over
a patch of uninhabited mountain or a river’s course, the first resort was often to the
map room. Each side would present its own historical maps, each claiming the mantle
of accuracy and precedent. The map became a key witness in the courtroom of
international politics. Its silent testimony, cloaked in the language of science, could
decide the fate of entire communities.

Yet for all its claims to objectivity, the map was a deeply subjective artifact. The choice
of a map projection, for instance, could subtly alter the perceived importance of
different regions. A Mercator projection, favored for navigation, dramatically
exaggerated the size of northern latitudes, making European powers appear larger
and more dominant on the globe. The act of centering a map on Europe, rather than
on the Pacific, was a statement about the perceived centrality of the continent to
world history. These were not neutral choices; they were expressions of a worldview.

The very language of mapping—the symbols, colors, and lines—was a cultural
construct. A solid red line might signify a modern, internationally recognized border,
while a dashed line might indicate a claimed or disputed frontier. A dotted line could
mean a border that existed on paper but not on the ground, or it could denote a
linguistic boundary. Learning to read a map was akin to learning a new language, one
in which every mark carried political weight. This visual grammar was essential for
participating in modern national life.

The late nineteenth century saw the rise of the “idea map,” a cartographic genre that
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prioritized argument over accuracy. These maps, often published in newspapers or as
supplements to popular magazines, aimed to persuade rather than simply to inform.

They might exaggerate the ethnic ties between a border region and the core state, or
depict a rival nation as a menacing encirclement. During crises like the Dreyfus Affair
in France or the Balkan Wars, such maps became powerful tools for mobilizing public
opinion, simplifying complex situations into stark visual narratives of us versus them.

This era also witnessed the codification of national cartographic styles. French maps
were known for their elegant lines and clear hydrography, German maps for their
obsessive detail and emphasis on physical geography (the famous Landerkunde), and
British maps for their pragmatic, militaristic precision. Each style taught its users a
particular way of seeing and appreciating territory. The German tradition, for example,
encouraged a deep emotional connection to landscape, while the French tradition
emphasized the rational order of the state.

The connection between cartography and military power remained central. The
General Staffs of the great European powers maintained vast mapping departments,
producing detailed plans of potential theaters of war. These “strategic maps”
imagined future conflicts, plotting troop movements and supply lines across the
landscapes of neighbors. The map on the General’s table was not a representation of
the world as it was, but a blueprint for the world as the General wished it to become,
or feared it might.

At the same time, new technologies like photography and early lithography allowed for
the mass reproduction of maps, breaking the state’s complete monopoly on their
production. Popular atlases, exploration accounts, and travel guides all circulated
widely. This created a paradox: while the state sought to standardize the map, the
commercial market and the appetite for exploration produced a dizzying variety of
cartographic images, each with its own slant.

The environmental determinism popular at the time also seeped into cartography.
Maps of climate, soil, and elevation were used to explain why certain peoples were
“naturally” suited for certain forms of government or economic activity. The line
between a physical map and a political map blurred. A map of Europe’s mountain
ranges could be read as a map of its natural political units, with river valleys and
plains destined to be unified states. The land itself seemed to call for the nation.

This cartographic turn was also a gendered one. While the professional ranks of
surveyors and cartographers were overwhelmingly male, maps entered the domestic
sphere through women. Mothers used maps to teach their children geography and
patriotism. Women organized patriotic leagues that sold maps to raise funds for
national causes. The home became a site where the national territory was
internalized, a domestic echo of the state’s grander ambitions.
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By the end of the nineteenth century, the map had become an unquestioned feature
of the political landscape. No serious discussion of policy, war, or diplomacy could
proceed without reference to maps. The public had been trained to understand the
world through them. The idea that a nation’s legitimacy was tied to its cartographic
representation was now deeply ingrained. To lack a map was, in a sense, to lack a
nation.

The cartographic turn, therefore, was not a single event but a complex historical
process. It involved technological innovation, institutional development, political
upheaval, and cultural change. It transformed the map from a specialist’s tool into a
mass medium. It taught Europeans to think of their homelands as clearly defined,
measurable, and defendable spaces.

This chapter has laid the groundwork for the more specific investigations to come. It
has shown how the “objective” science of map-making became entangled with the
subjective, emotional project of nation-building. The following chapters will explore in
detail how this entanglement played out in different national contexts, from the
precise triangles of the surveyor to the passionate claims of the nationalist
propagandist.

We will see how the ideas first forged in this period of the cartographic turn were
deployed in the wars and revolutions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The
map did not simply reflect the changing borders of Europe; it helped to cause those
changes. The belief in the map’s truth gave it the power to shape reality, a power that
continues to resonate in today’s disputes over territory and belonging.

The journey from the Enlightenment surveyor’s measuring chain to the nationalist’s
colored map was a journey from measurement to meaning. The techniques of science
provided the grammar, but the passions of politics and culture wrote the sentences.
This book is about those sentences, written across the face of Europe, and the stories
they told about who belonged where.

The map, in short, became the stage upon which the drama of modern European
nationhood was performed. Its lines and colors were the props, its authority the script,
and its audience the citizens of new and old states alike. To understand the politics of
territory in modern Europe, we must first learn to read the maps that were used to
write it.
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