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Abstract. The author argues for the increased use of population cartograms to visualize changing
geographies and uses British localities as an example. Population cartograms are increasingly
being recognized by researchers as a major solution to many spatial visualization problems. The
gross misrepresentation of many groups of people on conventional topographic maps has long
been seen as a major problem of thematic cartography, highlighting difficulties such as the
modifiable areal unit problem in preventing the development of visual palliatives. Population
cartograms made up of many thousands of areal units are simple to construct with an appro-
priate algorithm. The author has designed a particular solution for use in the visualization of
high-resolution spatial social structure. The problem now is not of writing more computer
programs, but of convincing other researchers of the necessity of using cartograms in place of
conventional choropleth maps for showing many population-related distributions. The author
shows how our pictures of space can be changed and argues why they should be.

Introduction

In this paper I present the argument that, without the extended use of cartograms,
future visualization in human geography will merely repeat a fundamental distortion
of much past thematic cartography in (literally) drawing our attention to the patterns
in places where the fewest people live. It is now possible to produce cartograms
relatively effortlessly. My own work on this is summarised. The important decisions
to make today are, first, what form of cartogram to adopt in a particular situation
and, second, how best to visualize human geography upon it. First, I shall describe
what I mean by the terms ‘visualization’ and ‘cartogram’. Next, I explain in more
detail why we must extend the use of cartograms, and briefly explain how they can
be made. Last, I give examples of how they can be used in the visualization of
human geography.

Visualization in human geography

Visualization means making visible what was obscure, what could not easily be
imagined or seen. Scientific visualization uses our inherent ability to appreciate a
picture. By transforming large amounts of statistical information into pictures, we
can begin to understand the spatial structure. This approach is based upon the
unique nature of the link between eye and mind. We depend on vision, we think
visually, we talk in visual idioms, and we dream in pictures. Unfortunately we can-
not easily transmit a picture directly from one mind to another, we have to describe
or draw it. Throughout history we have developed (and sometimes forgotten)
ingenious methods of turning numbers and ideas into diagrams and pictures—
turning information into understanding. This process has been most prolific at

T This paper was originally submitted to the Third International Conference on Computers in
Urban Planning and Urban Management, held in Atlanta in 1993. It builds upon work previ-
ously presented at the Second International Conference of this series held in Oxford in 1991
and subsequently published in this journal (Dorling, 1992a).


































































