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Introduction

Maps are among the most familiar objects in our daily lives, yet they are also among
the most misunderstood. We inherit them as neutral diagrams of space, but this book
argues that maps are instruments of knowledge and power—devices that crystallize
how people imagine the world and how authorities claim to govern it. In Asia, where
empires rose and fell across deserts, seas, steppes, and mountains, cartography
provided a vocabulary through which territory, sovereignty, and identity were
articulated, challenged, and remembered. To follow the history of mapping in Asia is to
follow the changing ways in which communities have oriented themselves toward
neighbors and rulers, gods and markets, pasts and futures.

From antiquity onward, Asian mapmakers worked with materials as diverse as silk,
bamboo slips, bronze mirrors, paper, and palm leaf; they drew upon astronomical
observation, route knowledge, coastal piloting, cosmology, and state survey. Chinese
grid maps, Islamic cosmographies, Indian sacred geographies, and archipelagic charts
in Southeast Asia each encoded particular assumptions about order and authority.
These traditions did not develop in isolation. Maritime trade, pilgrimage circuits,
imperial embassies, and scholarly exchange braided them together long before
Europeans arrived. When European imperial charting and surveying entered Asian
spaces, it did not simply replace indigenous practices; it collided and combined with
them, yielding hybrid cartographies that served new projects—from resource
extraction and border-making to schooling and missionary work.

The politics of place came to the fore as lines hardened. In the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, triangulation campaigns and cadastral surveys transformed fluid
zones into crisp boundaries and taxable parcels. Treaties converted ambiguous
frontiers into international borders, often with devastating consequences for
communities whose lifeworlds were more mobile than fixed. Census maps turned
people into categories; ethnographic atlases mapped difference as destiny. Wars—hot
and cold—mobilized cartography to plan campaigns, forecast monsoons, and persuade
publics. Atlases and classroom wall maps taught generations of students to see Asia in
certain frames: as a mosaic of nation-states, a theater of development, or a field of
ideological contest.

This book spans from antiquity to the Cold War, but it is not a simple march from
“primitive” to “modern.” Instead, it offers a comparative and connected history,
attentive to the coexistence of multiple mapping regimes and to the persistence of
older forms within newer ones. We examine the Jesuit-assisted surveys of the Qing,
the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India, and the cartographic work of company-
states, sultanates, and socialist republics. We also follow maps beyond state
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archives—to ports and markets, monasteries and schools, war rooms and living
rooms—to understand how maps circulate, persuade, and acquire authority.

Because maps do not merely reflect space but actively shape it, reading them requires
more than deciphering symbols. Throughout the chapters, the reader will find a
practical guide to historical map literacy: how to assess projection and scale; how to
read legends and marginalia; how to track erasures, overwriting, and hand
annotations; how to cross-reference maps with travelogues, censuses, and legal
instruments; and how to recognize the politics embedded in color choices, toponyms,
and inset views. By the time we reach the Cold War, the book shows how development
planning, security overlays, and propaganda atlases extended older cartographic
logics into a global age of air power, satellites, and information management.

Finally, a word on the geography of “Asia.” Rather than presuming Asia as a fixed, self-
evident unit, the book treats it as a historical construct produced by routes and
regimes, ambitions and anxieties. Asia’s edges—across the Mediterranean and Indian
Ocean worlds, into Siberia and the Pacific—shift according to the mapmaker’s horizon.
The chapters that follow therefore move across subregions and scales, emphasizing
connections while attending to local particularities. The aim is not to settle where Asia
begins or ends, but to show how maps have made and remade Asia in the mind’s eye
and on the ground.

Mapping Asia is thus an invitation and a toolkit. It invites readers to see familiar maps
anew and to approach unfamiliar maps with curiosity and rigor. It equips them to
question what a map includes and excludes, whom it serves, and what it seeks to
naturalize. By tracing cartography’s entanglement with exploration, empire, religion,
revolution, and everyday life, the book reveals how maps continue to shape the
possibilities of place—how they inform claims to land and sea, narrate histories, and
imagine futures.
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CHAPTER ONE: Why Maps Matter: Power,
Knowledge, and Asia

To open a map of Asia is to enter a hall of mirrors. Every line reflects a decision: a
choice to include this mountain and omit that marsh, to draw a river as a barrier or a
highway, to name a city in one language and not another. It feels strange to say this
about something we trust so readily, but maps are arguments. They are persuasive
devices made of ink, pixels, or stitching, designed to convince you that a particular
version of space is the correct one. The cartographer’s pen is not a neutral recording
instrument; it is more like a lawyer’s brief, presenting evidence in favor of a world that
suits a certain interest.

Power is the quiet collaborator in every workshop where maps are made. A map needs
authority to exist: someone must pay for it, protect it, and proclaim its truth. That
authority might be an emperor who wants to count subjects, a trading company that
wants to secure ports, a general who wants to coordinate artillery, or a revolutionary
party that wants to redraw loyalties. Mapping is a performance of sovereignty; to draw
a border is to assert the right to police it. When a map is printed in an atlas and taught
in a classroom, it begins to look like common sense, and common sense is the most
durable form of power.

Knowledge, meanwhile, is the other collaborator, equally indispensable and equally
partial. To map a region, you need data: astronomical measurements, coastal
soundings, route logs, cadastral records, folklore about safe harbors, reports from
scouts. None of these are objective facts in a pure form. They come wrapped in
instruments, languages, and assumptions. A chain used to measure distance can be
stretched or worn; an observer can be tired; a translator may have reasons of his own.
The map collects these imperfect pieces into a coherent whole, and coherence has a
way of hiding the seams.

In Asia, these dynamics have been especially vivid because the continent’s geography
resists simple representation. Mountains rise in daunting ridges that defy straight
lines; monsoon seas swell and retreat with seasons that also shape trade and war,;
deserts stretch beyond the horizon in ways that make longitude feel theoretical. Yet
mapmakers found ways to render this complexity, often with ingenuity that would
surprise modern sensibilities. They turned silk into canvases, bamboo into data
archives, and poetry into place-names. Their solutions remind us that there is nothing
inevitable about the look of a map.

Early Chinese cartographers, for example, were fascinated by grids. Their world was
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often conceived as a square, divided by lines of cosmic order, with the emperor’s
capital at the center. But do not be fooled by the abstraction. Grids were not just
cosmological decoration; they were also practical tools for organizing tax quotas, troop
movements, and canal maintenance. When you allocate resources across a realm, it
helps to have a coordinate system that links places to numbers. The political
imagination and the administrative state grew in tandem, each giving shape to the
other.

On the other side of the continent, Islamic cartographers blended Greek geometry
with the detailed knowledge of travelers. Their world maps, set inside ornate circles,
made theological sense of space by placing Mecca and the Kaaba at a symbolic anchor
point. That did not stop them from making highly functional charts of the
Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. Pilgrims, merchants, and scholars were
constantly moving, and their itineraries demanded practical tools. The tension
between cosmic order and lived geography gave Islamic maps a distinctive flavor:
sometimes symbolic, often precise, always rich in marginal notes about winds, ports,
and dangers.

In South Asia, the land itself was mapped as a sacred story. Mountains were not only
elevations; they were characters in epics. Rivers were not just hydrological features;
they were deities whose courses traced moral geographies. Temple complexes and
pilgrimage routes made a network of sacred nodes that organized travel and identity.
Rulers and merchants used this moral map to navigate political and economic space.
Where a Western planner might see a watershed, a South Asian devotee might see the
footsteps of a god.

Across the archipelagos of Southeast Asia, the sea was the dominant map. Land
mattered less than the routes that stitched islands together. Portolan-like
knowledge—shallow soundings, lists of monsoon winds, coral warnings—circulated in
oral traditions and brief notebooks. The authority of a polity could be measured by
how well it controlled a stretch of coastline and the monsoon calendar that told sailors
when to sail. Maps in this world were often portable: outlines of islands scratched on
palm leaves, memory aids for pilots who navigated by stars and bird migrations.

Steppe empires mapped mobility itself. In the vast grasslands of Central Asia, space
was a corridor rather than a container. The power of a khan lay in the ability to move
swiftly, to feed horses along routes, to find water in predictable places. Maps of
springs and pasture were strategic secrets. A good guide, memorized rather than
written, could be more accurate than any chart. Here, cartography took the form of
itineraries, relay stations, and knowledge of who controlled which stretch of the route
at which season.

Maritime Asia produced its own cartographic culture, crossing the Indian Ocean with
an eye to the sky and the swell. Navigators used the stars, the seasons, and the colors
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of the water to find their way. They stitched together long-distance routes that linked
East Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, Gujarat, the Bay of Bengal, and the straits of
Southeast Asia. The maps that survive—often fragmentary—show an acute sense of
coastline and current. They also show the commercial logic of the ocean: port cities as
nodes, currents as motorways, winds as traffic lights.

These traditions overlapped and braided together long before European charts arrived.
Pilgrims moved along sacred geographies that also served as trade routes. Merchants
carried information about ports and markets that ended up in the notebooks of
scholars. A courtly map of a river could be a military asset one year and a tax base the
next. The circulation of maps and map-knowledge was not neat; it was messy,
practical, and constantly evolving.

When European cartography arrived in strength, it did not so much replace these
traditions as interleave with them. The tools it brought—triangulation, printed atlases,
standardized projections—were powerful, but they needed local knowledge to
function. European surveyors relied on indigenous guides; coastal pilots shared their
lore; local courts commissioned hybrid maps that used European techniques to serve
Asian purposes. The result was a messy, creative collision: new mapmaking languages
that nonetheless retained old accents.

The geopolitics of mapmaking became especially acute in the nineteenth century. The
so-called “Scramble for Asia” involved treaties that drew straight lines through living
landscapes. These lines were often made in faraway capitals, using maps that were
thin on detail and thick on ambition. On the ground, they cut across pastures, markets,
and kinship networks. To communities whose lives were organized by monsoon
calendars and seasonal migrations, a permanent border looked like an impossibly rigid
fiction. Yet, once drawn and defended, the fiction began to harden into reality.

Survey teams became the vanguard of this new order. With theodolites and chains,
they triangulated mountains and measured fields. Their work was technically
impressive, even beautiful in its precision. It also had a political edge: a cadastral map
turned a fluid relationship to land into a taxable, ownable parcel. A census map
converted a diverse population into discrete categories. These instruments made the
state legible, but they also made communities vulnerable. Older rights could be erased
with a stroke of a pen, and new obligations could be etched into the paper.

Maps were mobilized for war, too. During the twentieth century, military staffs planned
campaigns on large charts, moving pins and arrows with brisk certainty. Weather
maps helped predict monsoon delays; topographic maps guided artillery; portolan
charts returned in new forms for amphibious landings. The Cold War turned Asia into a
“theater” on global maps, with arrows of containment and arcs of missile range.
Contour lines on a map could mean life or death for villages that happened to lie in the
wrong grid square.
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Educational maps played their own subtle game. School atlases taught children to see
their countries as bounded shapes, colored distinctively, surrounded by neighbors.
These images shaped national identities. They also normalized particular narratives:
who belonged where, which city was important, which regions were core versus
peripheral. The page itself became a stage on which the nation was performed. As
with any performance, some parts of the story were spotlighted and others left in the
dark.

The cartographic archive is full of silences. What is missing from a map can be as
revealing as what is present. Erased place-names indicate displacement. Blank spaces
can signal imperial ignorance or deliberate omission. Hand annotations tell stories of
local resistance or adaptation: a boundary subtly shifted by a field agent, a river
renamed to suit a new regime, a disputed hill marked with a question inked in by a
clerk who knew better than the distant committee. Reading maps horizontally—across
the page—shows what the map wants you to see. Reading vertically—through
time—shows how the map changed as power shifted.

Despite their authority, maps can be notoriously unreliable. This is not only because of
errors, but because their very accuracy is situational. A map that perfectly records a
coastline at low tide may be useless at high tide. A road map made for automobiles
may mislead a pedestrian entirely. A cadastral map drawn for tax purposes may
obscure communal land rights. The same instrument can tell the truth and lie at the
same time, depending on the questions you ask of it. In Asia, where conditions varied
widely, this flexibility was both a strength and a trap.

This book proceeds thematically and historically through Asia’s cartographic worlds,
but it resists a simple story of progress. There is no straight line from “primitive” to
“modern.” Older maps remain useful long after new techniques appear; new
techniques are often deployed to serve old purposes. A court may adopt a European
projection to make its claims look scientific while retaining an ancient symbolic center.
A revolutionary state may print maps in bold socialist colors but still rely on colonial
survey data. The history of mapping is full of these recycles, reversals, and
borrowings.

It is also a history of circulation. Maps travel. A chart drafted in a Portuguese port
might end up copied in a Malay pilot's notebook. A Jesuit map of the Qing empire
could be printed in an Amsterdam atlas and used by a rival trading company. A treaty
map drawn by British and Russian officials could become the basis for a twentieth-
century national curriculum. Each copy adds something: a change of scale, a new
place-name, a hand-drawn feature. The map’s meaning moves with its material
journey.

To understand this, we need a toolkit for reading maps. One useful rule is to ask: Who
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made this, and why? A map made by a tax assessor will not look like one made by a
pilgrim. Another rule: What does the map include, and what does it leave out? Look for
erasures and empty zones. Check the margins: titles, legends, scale bars, and notes
often carry crucial information that the map’s image cannot. Notice place-names:
whose language is used? Is a river called by an indigenous name, or by a colonial
renaming? Check the date, and then check the political context of that date.

It also helps to cross-reference. Map reading becomes richer when it is paired with
travel diaries, administrative manuals, court chronicles, shipping logs, and legal texts.
These sources can confirm a map’s features, complicate its claims, or reveal its
purpose. A river that looks innocent on a chart might be a legal barrier in a court case.
A road that runs straight on a map might be a winding footpath in a traveler’s tale.
These mismatches are not failures; they are clues.

Another important rule is to think in layers. A single map is a composite of choices
about projection, scale, symbolization, and text. Different layers encode different
priorities. Administrative boundaries might overlay hydrography; land use might
overlay sacred sites; military installations might overlay urban layouts. The map is a
palimpsest, a document written over itself. The art of reading is to peel those layers
apart without tearing the page.

Maps also have an afterlife. They outlive their makers and their original purpose. A
map made to plan a dam might later be used by ecologists studying habitat change. A
wartime map of a city might become a relic of destruction and a blueprint for
reconstruction. Families keep maps as heirlooms; governments seal them as secrets;
activists leak them as evidence. The map is never finished. Its meaning is renewed
every time someone looks at it.

In Asia, these dynamics are amplified by the continent’s scale and diversity. A map
designed for the Yellow River floods may not be useful for the Mekong delta. A
projection that works for the Siberian steppe may distort the Indonesian archipelago.
Cartographers have had to negotiate these differences, often by producing multiple
kinds of maps for multiple kinds of tasks. The result is a cartographic mosaic, not a
single picture. It is a rich, sometimes contradictory, always human record.

As we move through the chapters that follow, we will see how this mosaic was
assembled piece by piece. We will encounter maps that were instruments of statecraft
and maps that were tools of devotion; maps that were sold in markets and maps that
were whispered in monsoons; maps that conquered and maps that comforted. We will
watch techniques change and traditions persist. We will meet mapmakers who were
scientists, poets, spies, and saints. In every case, we will keep asking: who benefits,
and how?

This chapter has tried to set the stage by saying plainly what maps do: they organize
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knowledge in the service of power. In Asia, where rulers, traders, pilgrims, and rebels
have always crossed paths, maps have been essential to negotiating who goes where,
when, and under what terms. They are not innocent. But they are indispensable. The
rest of this book is a guide to living with maps—not as mirrors that show the world
exactly as it is, but as instruments that help us understand how the world has been
made and remade.
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