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Abstract
The visual turn in social sciences left its imprints on many disciplines. The methodologies discussed in this field are a
chance to adapt analysing methods to maps, when approaching them as a visual product and medium that follows other
implicit rules than photographs or paintings do (following e.g. Harley 2001). In this paper, I want to present a mapinterpreting methodology that is specifically compatible with a practice theory approach. The methodological base is
the documentary method, proposed by the German sociologist Ralf Bohnsack. It has its root in Harold Garfinkel’s
ethnomethodology, Pierre Bourdieu’s praxis theory and Karl Mannheim’s cultural sociology, and applies techniques
from art history to visual material. The paper will discuss how it can be adapted to cartographic visualizations, in
order to identify the specific worldviews that different styles of map design communicate. Promising aspects as well as
limitations to this approach will be discussed.
Keywords: critical cartography, cartographic theory, map studies, praxis theory, qualitative research

INTRODUCTION
While the analysis of visual material is an integral part of the social science methods playbook, the investigation of
maps and cartographic images remain on its outskirts. This is not to say that there are no map studies from a social
science point of view – obviously, the call of Brian Harley and others did not go unheard, and historic analyses of maps
also have had a long history. But these studies remain isolated, either within the so-called critical cartography or
historical studies. A look into the social science methods literature reveals that there do not exist established and
specific methodologies to analyse maps the same way as they exist for interview material, for photographic imagery or
for videos and which are grounded in specific theoretical and conceptual backgrounds, such as the grounded theory,
objective hermeneutics, symbolic interactionism, or ethnomethodology. At the same time, within geography and –
obviously, cartography – we can find a huge amount of literature on how to produce maps, representing a rather
practical knowledge of how maps are communicating knowledge. Therefore, this knowledge about how to make a
“good map” is still the basic ground when judging the scientific value of cartographic imagery as well as its
manipulative power (Monmonier 2018).
The aim of this contribution is to put the map side by side to photographs, videos and other visual materials, and suggest
a way of analysing it that takes into account the visual qualities of cartographic material. I suggest a procedure to
analyse maps that offers a useful tool when conducting research that aims at understanding social meaning of
cartographic documents, linking it to the nowadays widely discussed practice theory approach to the social. For this
purpose, I firstly sketch some aspects of the visual turn in social sciences and social geography, in order to locate my
approach in this broad field. Afterwards, I discuss the theoretical view of practice theory on maps before presenting the
methodology of the documentary method, which is based on Karl Mannheim’s cultural sociology of knowledge and
Harold Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology and links it to Pierre Bourdieu’s practice theory. On this base, I suggest and
discuss a procedure to analyse maps that can serve as an inspiration for research that is interested in the tacit knowledge
documented in maps.

THE VISUAL TURN IN SOCIAL SCIENCES AND THE OVERLOOKING OF MAPS
A rising interest in “the visual” in social sciences has been proclaimed some time ago. Already in 1994, W.J.T.
Mitchell, an important representative of visual theory, observed a pictoral turn that took form of “rather a postlinguistic,
postsemiotic rediscovery of the picture as a complex interplay between visuality, apparatus, institutions, discourse,
bodies, and figurality” (Mitchell 1994, 16). The links to ‘postmodern’ theorists are strong and include most famously
Michel Foucault’s discourse theory. Brian Harley transferred this approach to maps and theorized them as a visual
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product of social forces which has to be interpreted as being part of societal discourses, linked to a grit of power and to
be understood in its “metaphorical and rhetorical nature” (Harley 1989, 1).
Since the beginnings of the visual turn (that has been ongoing also under the name of a pictoral or iconic turn,
depending on the disciplinary background), not only has the amount of theories about “the visual” grown larger and
larger, but also the analysing techniques have been refined and diversified. In every social science methods book one
will find at least one section on visual methods that not only present different visual materials to be analysed such as
photographs, children’s books, videos and even video games, but also different methodological approaches. Take as an
example the introductory book of the geographer Gillian Rose that has been first published in 2001 and now is in its
fourth edition from 2016. While including a wide range of materials, curiously (for her being a geographer, at least),
maps are almost entirely excluded – as she notes herself (Rose 2016, xxii). Meanwhile, the methodological approaches
she presents in deep detail are compositional interpretation, content analysis, semiology, psychoanalysis, ethnography,
as well as two varieties of discourse analysis (Rose 2016, see figure 1). This illustrates the wide range of perspectives
on visual material that currently exist and allows researchers interested in different modalities as well as sites to pick an
appropriate procedure to analyse their material.

Figure 1. Gillian Rose’s matrix of visual research; Rose 2016, p. 50, own markings in yellow
Researchers planning to analyse maps can therefore decide for either of them, depending on their specific theoretical
background and empirical interests. Since maps are not included in the proposed procedures, though, one has to adapt it
to the characteristics of maps which differ from photos, videos or other kinds of infographics. Such adaptions feed for
example on historical ethnographies (which are traditionally more interested in the site of map production), semiology,
discourse theory approaches as well as compositional analysis (Denil 2016). But since these are rather singular research
projects, no standardised analysing procedures came out as a result of these.
The aim of my paper is to present a method to analyse maps that is based in current practice theory discussions and
presents a broad variety of analytical techniques which can be adapted to specific research interests. Namely, I am using
the documentary method approach to analyse maps in an ongoing postdoctoral research project which I am conducting
at the Geographical Institute of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. Its theoretical and conceptual frame
cannot easily be placed in Rose’s overview, though. While it can be located on the site of the image itself and in part on
the producer’s site, the modalities touch at the same time technological, compositional as well as social aspects (see
figure 1). To make that statement more comprehensible, I will sketch basic assumptions of the documentary method in
the next chapter.
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MAPPING STYLES AS AN EXPRESSION OF IMPLICIT KNOWLEDGE
The documentary method focuses on the conduct of social practices and is interested in reconstructing their implicit
knowledge, which is experienced and shared amongst social groups that are structured along categories such as gender,
milieu or generation (Bohnsack 2014, 222). This knowledge informs not only the structure of our theoretical knowledge
but also “the way we do things” practically – the way we greet, talk or dance. It is an embodied knowledge we
apprehend in the course of our socialisation (Bourdieu 1977). Societal structures and rules are inscribed into the
practical conduct of everything we do, and not only in an abstract (and verbalizable) knowledge.
This view can be found in Harley’s understanding of cartographic practices, when he asks “how the 'rules of the social
order' appear to insert themselves into the smaller codes and spaces of cartographic transcription“ (Harley 1989, 6). To
conceptualize the social meaning of artefacts such as photos, interview transcripts or maps in such a way that
differentiates between a theoretical, abstract and communicable knowledge on the one hand, and an embodied,
practical, implicit knowledge on the other hand, which are at work at the same time, calls for the consideration of basic
assumptions from the sociology of knowledge which also overcome the simplistic and outdated differentiation between
a structural approach to the social that views human practice as the sole outcome of societal forces, and actor theories
that exaggerate individual agency (Rossetto discusses these two poles for the field of “post-representational
cartography”, 2016). One such integrating approach is to be found in the documentary method, which views different
mapping styles as an expression of different worldviews which are enacted individually but refer to a broader social
background.

The methodology of the documentary method
Mapped out first by German sociologist Ralf Bohnsack in the 1980ies, the documentary method has had much impact in
interpretative sociology. The regularly updated list of research that relies on the methodology (accessible on
https://www.hsu-hh.de/systpaed/dokumentarische-methode) showcases a broad range of applications across different
disciplines, including geography. Its main impact it has had on research projects interested in social differentiation by
means of the differentiation of social knowledge, or as coined by Karl Mannheim, conjunctive knowledge, also named
collective action orientation frames (Przyborski/Slunecko 2020, 632; Bohnsack 2014, 221). 1 This conceptual base
frames one important line of social science research that aims at understanding more about differences in society, be it
regarding cultural, economic or other categories of the “human condition”. When it comes to define knowledge, many
practice theory approaches (also the documentary method) differentiate between implicit (tacit) and explicit (codified)
knowledge (Przyborski/Slunecko 2020, 631), a common way to distinguish kinds of knowledge also in geography
(Meusburger 2015, 93). With the dimension of implicit knowledge, Bohnsack departs from Panofsky’s and Bourdieu’s
concept of the habitus, an incorporated knowledge (Bohnsack 2014, 230; Bourdieu 1977) that expresses itself not only
in our rational thinking but also in the way we move or act. In order to analyse this kind of knowledge, the interpreter
should therefore reconstruct not only what was communicated in the course of a specific practice, but also how the
practice was enacted. This is the key to understand the socially shared knowledge background in which a specific
conduct of a practice was been made possible.

The formulating vs the reflecting interpretation
Any practical process of empirical analysis that follows the assumptions of the documentary method, has to take into
account this differentiation between the explicit and the implicit or immanent knowledge that lies behind observable
practices and artefacts – such as maps, images, videos or talks manifested in transcripts. This conceptual dualism is
mirrored in a differentiation between the what and the how of any practice. Therefore, the documentary method
proposes first a formulating interpretation in which the contents of a practice are being analysed (Bohnsack 2014, 225).
For interview transcripts that means, for example, defining the topics that have been tackled; revising the order in which
the themes came up during an interview; and reformulating the contents presented. In the case of images, it refers to
analysing the figurative elements which are depicted in an image (a forest, a person, an object). This step even includes
the naming of specific scenes (a wedding, a playground, a farewell scene). In order to conduct the analysis of this step
properly, everything has to be described and re-formulated in all detail. This makes sure that the interpreter gets more
and more estranged to the text, meaning she has to suspend her intuitive understanding of the contents. This reflects the
link the documentary method has to ethnomethodological techniques (see Przyborski/Slunecko 2020, 628) such as the
“Garfinkeling” which goes back to the founder of ethnomethodology Harold Garfinkel and who proposed different
methods in order to lift interpretations beyond an everyday understanding of social practices – the crisis experiment
being one of the most important methods in order to break with the common sense understanding of situations. And
1

This view of social differentiation was picked up in Berger and Luckmann’s classic social constructivist opus in which they state
that there exists “no society known to us that does not have some division of labour and, concomitantly, some social distribution of
knowledge” (Berger/Luckmann 1966, 158).
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even if such methods are supposed to create a practice to be studied in itself, the idea of breaking with common sense is
also behind the principal idea of the documentary method which follows Garfinkel with the idea that just as in a
scientific account, also in our everyday life we are interpreting each other’s practices and relate their supposed meaning
to our knowledge of how the social world works. In this sense, in every practice social meaning is documented and
through means of the documentary method of interpretation we understand each other (Mannheim 1921-22/1970, 137).
In scientific research, though, we have to do that in a reflective manner that allows for an analytical and metaunderstanding of these meanings. Also contrary to everyday life interpretations, we need techniques that allow for a
proper documentation of the analysing process. Therefore, procedures have to be followed that break with our intuitive
understanding procedures of everyday life – such as a very, maybe overly, detailed description of an observed practice
can offer.
Only after the first step of the formulating interpretation has been concluded, the question of how the contents have
been presented comes in. In this step, the analysing posture changes, so the habitus of the practice can be analysed. This
means in the case of texts, for example, that one has to ask for the kind of texts sorts in which a specific topic has been
elaborated on (narration, description, argumentation, evaluation). For images, this step means to analyse the way in
which the figures and/or objects have been depicted. This touches not only the colours used, but also the geometrical
arrangement or the perspective have to be looked at. Specifically in this second step, the reflecting interpretation, using
comparative material is important – if not to say, essential – to the analysis. This is because if we as an interpreter think
about the question of how a specific content, a specific visual scene etc. could have been presented differently, we use
our own personal imagination and knowledge. In order to get more comparing horizons into play, the use of materials
that are more or less similar to the one analysed should be included into the comparing step (similar meaning e.g. maps
of the same topic such as population density, but from different producers). It makes sure that the interpreter’s
perspective is relativized. At the same time, this allows the elaboration of the orientation frames of each case, and
following an analysis of different cases, a typology in which the practices conducted might not be practically the same,
but are identical in its structure – and therefore the practical knowledge behind them – becomes visible (see Bohnsack
2014, 229). Cases of homologous orientation frames form groups within the socio-genetic typification (ibid.). A multidimensional typification can be reached when looking into social dimensions such as migration or generational
background that might play into the development orientation frames (Bohnsack 2014, 229f).

Specificities of analysing visual material
While the structure with a formulating and reflecting interpretation is also to be found when it comes to the analysis of
visual material, due to the different logic of images, the details of analysis need to be adapted. The most important
difference between texts and images is the one between a sequential vs. a simultaneous logic. While in an interview, the
meaning is unfolded in the sequential steps of the interview, the image reveals its meaning all at once, as art historian
Max Imdahl states (see Bohnsack 2009, 317). 2 Besides the simultaneity of visual material, its characterisation as a twodimensional object has to be taken into account. Therefore, again relying on Max Imdahl, Bohnsack proposes the
analysis of three dimensions of the formal composition of the image: the planimetry which refers to the geometric
composition of the image (to be explained in detail in the next chapter); the scenic choreography, referring to the spatial
relation of the objects depicted to each other; and lastly the perspectivic projection that includes the relation between the
objects depicted with the viewer (Bohnsack 2009, 307). These aspects of an image can only be analysed when the
iconographical knowledge, the what of the image, is suspended (Bohnsack 2009, 305) and the interpretation moves to
the question of how the image depicts the contents as well as itself. This is best grasped by Imdahl’s differentiation
between a recognising and a seeing view. While the recognising view relies on our communicative knowledge and
recognises objects, the seeing view looks at the image as an image that presents its contents in a specific manner. This
brings up ambiguities (Bohnsack 2009, 307), e. g. when a supposedly mourning person in a graveyard scene does not
have the “proper look” on its face. Therefore, the image brings more to it then just the contents or the objects depicted.
This transcontrariness, as Imdahl coined it (as cited in Bohnsack, 2009, 307) is another consequence of the simultaneity
of images.

2

This is only one way to see it, though. There is actually a dispute between perspectives that proclaim the simultaneous logic of the
images, while others claim that images are as well read the same way as texts, referring to eye-tracking studies that show in what
order the elements of visuals are being watched. This has also been used in cartographic research (e.g. Xia et al. 2010). In the
analysis of the documentary method, however, this aspect is only be touched in the planimetric analysis of the image or map, as will
be showed in the respective chapters here.
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Figure 2. The dimensions of image interpretation; Bohnsack 2009, diagram 1
In order to account for the qualities of the image, Bohnsack proposes different analysis steps, as illustrated in figure 2.
This procedure, however, is useful when analysing photographs or figurative paintings or other artistic, twodimensional works. When it comes to maps, just as with images, we have to account for its specificities that are in some
ways different to those of the image. While it is still a visual object, due to its nature as an infographic it usually also
contains texts and data. While the above depicted image interpretation steps by Bohnsack will be used as a starting
point, in the next chapter I propose adaptions to analyse maps with the documentary method.

A documentary method approach to maps
Parallel to the documentary method perspective to images, maps can be viewed as a visual product that documents a
specific practice style. However, the analysis to maps needs to be adapted to fit the specificities of the map that are a
special kind of infographic which, according to Bertin, is “a ‘language‘ for the eye” that aims at “storing,
understanding, and communicating essential information” (Bertin 2011 [1983], 2). While Bertin’s understanding of
infographics as a monosemic system 3 seems problematic from a constructivist point of view, the documentary method
approach offers an alternative that is located between subjectivist and objectivist approaches (Przyborski/Slunecko
2020, 630) and neither differentiates between emotions and cognition (ibid., 641). Existing procedures have to be
adapted to the quality of the map which not only has some image-like qualities but also presents data and includes
almost always texts. Bertin’s definition of a map that he identifies “when the elements of a geographic component are
arranged on a plane in the manner of their observed geographic order on the surface of the earth“ (Bertin 2011 [1983],
285) clarifies that text is no necessary part of maps (but most often is to be found on them), while the “arrangement of
geographic components” which refers to the geographic data and the plane which refers to the visual representation of a
two-dimensional object, are integral part of them.
There exist specific conventions also regarding different types of maps which have to be taken into account when
proposing a method to analyse maps. As a base to evaluate and analyse the elements of a map, the practical guide to
3

Defined as „a moment for reflection during which one seeks a maximum reduction of confusion; when, for a certain domain and
during a certain time, all the participants come to agree on certain meanings expressed by certain signs, and agree to discuss them no
further“ (Bertin 2011 [1983], 3). This implies an objectivist thinking of map contents and appearances which are contrary to the
posture taken here which sees maps as a contingent social product.
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map-making of John Krygier and Denis Wood has been used that differentiates between the data, the geographic
framework (scale, projection), the layout and design aspects, data generalisation and classification, symbols, words and
colours (Krygier/Wood 2011). All these elements of a map will be included in the proceeding steps of the analysis
which I sort into the three map dimensions of its data, its qualities as an image, and its textual elements. In the next
chapter, I discuss the three dimensions more thoroughly in regard to the necessary steps to analyse them. Two maps will
be used to illustrate the analysing process.

PROCEDURE TO ANALYSE CARTOGRAPHIC IMAGERY
Analogous to the documentary method approaches for other materials, I suggest differentiating between the formulating
interpretation that focuses on the “what” of the map as well the reflecting interpretation which is interested in the “how”
of the map. At the same time, the texts (titles, captions,…) the data, and the image (with the symbols, colours etc.) have
to be analysed separately, to be integrated in course of the interpretation later on. Two maps will be used as an analysis
example. One is taken from the newspaper “El Economista” and as well as a map taken from a brochure published by
CONEVAL, a public research institution. Both tackle the topic of food access in Mexico (see images 1 and 2).

Image 1. Map of the “population with a working income lower than the food basket’s cost”, El Economista 4

4

From the article “Chiapas, Guerrero y Oaxaca presentan el mayor deterioro laboral” by Ana Karen García, from 18th August 2018.
https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/empresas/Chiapas-Guerrero-y-Oaxaca-presentan-el-mayor-deterioro-laboral-20180818-0001.html
(last accessed 19th May 2020).
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Image 2. Map of the “percentage of the population with a lack in access to food”, CONEVAL 5
These maps have been undergone the procedure of analysis I will explain in detail in the following chapters. They have
been chosen for dealing with a similar topic using similar data. Still, however, the styles differ very much, as a first look
already reveals. To make this intuitive understanding comprehensible and to articulate it in a structured way, the
following analysing steps can be useful. The aim is to open a road to critizise and socially contextualise the maps in a
profound and documented manner.

Formulating interpretation
In a first interpretation step, the “what” of the map will be analysed. The following table gives an idea of what aspects
need to be considered when interpreting the map’s contents, or to put it differently, its communicative knowledge. As
mentioned before, the procedure differentiates between the data used, the map as an image, and the text parts of it. The
steps proposed follow Bohnsack’s approach to analyse images (2009), Arnd-Michael Nohl’s approach to analyse
narrative texts (2012), and Krygier and Wood’s critical discussions of geographical data (2011).

5
From the publication “Mapas de pobreza en los Estados Unidos Mexicanos, 2008 – 2018”, available at
https://www.coneval.org.mx/Medicion/MP/Documents/Pobreza_18/Mapas_pobreza_2018.zip (last accessed 18th May 2020).
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Figure 3. Aspects of analysis for the formulating interpretation, own
In the following, all aspects of the table will be thoroughly discussed, using the above presented maps as illustrating
examples. The design aspect as well as every aspect that relates to the “how” of the map will be suspended and rather be
analysed in the interpretation part after this first one.

What is the data about?
Maps visualise geographical data which can be of very different qualities which has implications on the way they can be
visually represented. Therefore, it is a key component to be looked at. Questions that have to be answered in this first
analysing step tackle the question of the phenomenon depicted; the kind of source of the data (primary, secondary); the
quality of the data (qualitative/quantitative; nominal/ordinal/interval data; total/density/mean); as well as the spatial
reference (nation state, federal states, communities; singular geo-referenced data). The phenomenon depicted in the case
of the El Economista map is spatial inequality, by means income and food security. The source is a mixture of
secondary data as well as own calculations of the newspaper. The data is based in household interviews from a regular
survey conducted by the state institution CONEVAL (Consejo Nacional de Evaluación de la Política de Desarrollo
Social), titled “Encuesta Nacional de Ocupación y Empleo”, with calculations by INEGI (Instituto Nacional de
Estadística y Geografía). The data is presented as the percentage of the population over 15 years in the respective
federal states whose income is lower than the cost for the basic food basket (an official measurement of poverty; the
basket contains the amount of food considered for a proper alimentation). Similarly, the CONEVAL map depicts
estimates for the access of food in the federal states of Mexico. It uses its INEGI data from the survey “Encuesta
Nacional de Ingresos y Gastos de los Hogares“ together with own calculations. All this information has to be looked up,
though; The El Economista map only names the institutions that provided the data, the CONEVAL map hints to the
survey by means of an abbreviation. Furthermore, the El Economista map includes more detailed data since it also
features the concrete percentages of various states, while the CONEVAL map only provides the aggregated data as
coloured areas.
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What is the image depicting?
For the visual dimension of the maps, they are analysed in two parts: in the pre-iconographic interpretation which
tackles recognisable objects; and in the iconographic interpretation that asks for the known social context depicted. For
the pre-iconographic interpretation, the analyst can ask questions like if there are photographs included; where are text
parts; or where is a figurative symbol used. For the chosen examples, one could state in the case for the map of El
Economista: We see a three-coloured map on a background in rosé. There is a box on the upper part that contains text
while in the map we find also numbers linked to spots within the map. In the lower part we see text in the left corner
and another box with text that frames the map below. The CONEVAL map is framed with green bars in the upper and
the lower part, both contain text, partly coloured. There is a long text in the upper part and a green map below that
contains parts in different green. There are also some little boxes in the different shades of green which are
accompanied by text.
Only in the next step of the iconographic interpretation the form of a specific country is recognised (here in both cases
Mexico with its federal states), the kind of map, and its supposed context can be named. The El Economista map for
example uses colours in red and green, indicating some good or bad outcome when it comes to the phenomenon. It is an
infographic as usually used in publications like newspapers, you would rather not expect the same map in a scientific
publication. It pictures a legend and therefore refers to a serious source and presentation. The CONEVAL map seems
rather like a scientific publication with the detailed legend and the long title. The presentation has a PowerPoint-Look
and therefore seems like the map has been published in a presentation-like manner. When comparing both maps, it
becomes clear that the El Economista map explains something to the reader while the CONEVAL map shows the
distribution without commenting on it directly by the means of texts or numbers (such as in the case of El Economista).

What is the content of the map’s texts?
The text of the maps is to be analysed in three aspects: the topic of the textual parts; a selection of passages that can be
compared with other maps; and a re-formulation of all the chosen text parts. For the El Economista map that refers to its
title description in which the topic of the population part with low income is presented. There is a legend explaining the
data as well as a source. And there are numbers that concretise the data of several states. The CONEVAL map also
includes a title, a legend and the source, but also depicts a logo and motto of the institution in the top bar. Comparable
are specifically the titles (which at the same time refer to the kind of data). Both maps do not include whole sentences
but rather notes that explain the data of the map.
All these steps are only shortly illustrated here and go much deeper in the course of the whole analysis. Therefore, each
step of analysis produces a lot of text which has to be shortened by abstracting the outcomes of the analysis – which can
be done when comparing the descriptions of the pre-iconographic analysis, for example, and concentrate on those parts
that are comparable (be it by differences or similarities in the descriptions). After all of these elements are analysed in
all detail and have undergone a first procedure of abstraction, the interpretation moves forward to the reflecting
interpretation that is focused on the habitus that the image reveals.

Reflecting interpretation
The reflecting interpretation is the aspect of analysis that is most important to the documentary method methodology,
since it aims at analysing the “how” of the map: how are the contents identified before presented; which alternative
depictions would have been possible; and finally, what habitus lies behind the production of the artefact analysed?
Through abstraction, this step can be concluded by the development of a typology that differentiates between different
orientation frames and can be considered collective practical knowledge.
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Figure 4. Aspects of analysis for the reflecting interpretation, own
This chapter will discuss all the steps of the procedure as well, as presented in figure 4 by differentiating between data,
image and text, and by using the same two maps to exemplify the kind of analysis.

How is the data compiled?
Regarding the data used for the map, the interpreter needs to consider the data representation. Are the data depicted as
lines, dots or coloured areas? This is not only a question of scientific accuracy (Krygier/Wood 2011, 177) but also of
the visual impression it leaves with the viewer. The same goes for the kind of generalisation and classification used
which is not only a mathematical problem but also generates different visual impressions. In the case of the two
exemplifying maps this becomes very clear. The El Economista map uses a very intuitive classification for the
colouring of the state areas of percentages above 60 percent, between 25 and 60 percent and below 25 percent. Even
though another classification could have resulted in a differently coloured map, the logic behind it appears more or less
comprehensible to the viewer. The CONEVAL map on the other hand uses the ranges of 10 to 20, 20 to 27, 27 to 34
and 34 to 47 percent. A rational logic behind the latter ranges are proclaimed but not made explicit, the reader or viewer
has to trust the scientific reasons behind the classification. Therefore, the criteria for choosing those ranges remain
unclear to the more or less uninformed viewer. So while the El Economista is straightforward with the map being an
infographic that needs explaining by even putting in more accurate numbers for some of the more extreme (or
interesting) cases, the CONEVAL map rather assumes that the reader knows what is exactly behind the map – or that
she trusts the producer in its accurate approach.

How is the image arranged?
Of the different aspects that are to be included in the iconic interpretation (like the centralisation, the projection and
scale, the blurriness, colours, and symbols), the planimetry of the maps is one of the most important analysis steps,
since it tries to understand the bi-dimensional logic of the map as an image. It was the art historian Max Imdahl that
proposed the need to understand the “composition of the picture as a plane” (Bohnsack 2009, 308). And in order to do
so, you have to put field lines into the image to analyse its geometrical structure, to understand how the area of the
image is parted (Przyborski/Slunecko 2012, 10). Only sparsely should the lines be used. They are considered well
placed when they explain to the interpreter the form in a comprehensible form. In the example here, you see two very
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different planimetries. While both maps are framed by lines on the top and on the bottom, and feature rather dynamic
lines, the inner part of the map is arranged quite differently. Only one line structures the El Economista map which is
defined by the numbers that are put around the map and circle it. It leads the view of the reader and puts the whole of
the map in the center of the image. The CONEVAL map on the other hand is structured by two lines. The more or less
vertical one seperates a part in which texts and numbers are to be found (a rather formal logic), while the other part
includes the “main” part of the map. The second line follows the darker part of the map from north to south and visually
emphasises the southern states.

Figure 5. Planimetry of the two maps
Other analysing procedures include the centralisation and scenic choreography. The El Economista infographic puts the
whole of the map in its centre while at the same time putting on the forefront the numbers who aim at explaining the
colouring of the map. The colouring (green vs. orange) emphasises a logic in which a look into the phenomenon reveals
states which are doing well and states which are doing badly when it comes to the problem of food access and poverty.
The CONEVAL map on the other hand puts more emphasis on the texts because it features two visual gravity centres:
the long title and the dark coloured south of the Mexican map (which is also emphasised through the field line). The
monochromic use of colours presents the phenomenon of one that is to be observed all over Mexico, only stronger in
some parts. Both maps could have been choosing the colouring of the other map, there is no intrinsic need to do as they
did (only a rational argument can be made against the colouring of the El Economista map since it features gradual data
with opposing colours).

How are the texts framing the topic?
In order to understand the textual part of the map, I follow in part the suggestions of Arnd-Michael Nohl (2012) on how
to analyse interviews in line with the documentary method. He proposes for the reflecting interpretation to focus on a
text sort analysis that differentiates in the textual segments between argumentation, description, narration and
evaluation parts; an analysis of the text organisation; and a semantic interpretation of selected text parts. In addition, I
suggest having a detailed look also into the typography at this point as a major design choice (Krygier/Woods 2011,
219; it could be included in the image-part of the analysis, though). Both maps are similar in their primary use of
descriptions, their classical structure with a (rather long and detailed) title, sources, and a legend. The El Economista
map however does name some of the federal states while the CONEVAL map presumes their knowledge by the viewer.
El Economista explains with the numbers the colours and concretises the contents, the numbers are part of the content
of the map. Therefore, it can be said it is deeper in detail than the other map. In the CONEVAL map, it is the title and
the legend only that explains what is to be viewed to the viewer. The content consists only of the coloured map. The
semantic interpretation of the title of the map also reveals great differences between the maps. The choice of wording is
undoubtedly connected to the choice of data used. In combination, it still reveals a meaningful semantic phenomenon.
The El Economista map presents the “population with an income lower than the food basket”. This framing
(Lakoff/Johnson 1980) is a rather visual one that triggers the image of a person, holding their money (income) in their
hand, while at the same time the word “food basket” suggests an image of an actual basket, filled with food. This is a
rather clear image that leaves little room to visual interpretation and imaginations. The title of the CONEVAL map on
the other hand has a less visual title, “the percentage of the population with lack in access to food”. We do not imagine a
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worker with their money. Food access is also a rather wide word choice, it leaves it to the reader to either imagine a shut
door, someone without financial means, or maybe whole other “food access” imaginaries. The “lack” also does not
trigger a specific image of “no access at all”, it is a more nuanced image – and might therefore be more “realistic” than
the images brought into mind by the El Economista map. It is an abstract wording that hints to current conditions of a
part of the population, while the El Economista map presents not a condition but rather a requirement to a sufficient
food supply.
In conclusion (and wrapping up the iconic-iconographic interpretation): The map of El Economista presents a
phenomenon of the whole country in which the federal states are presented in relation to each other: some are doing
well, some are doing badly. It emphasises the responsibility of individual federal state, and insists that the content of the
map needs explaining (therefore the names and numbers). The producers are the experts explaining the phenomenon to
the viewer. The CONEVAL map presents a phenomenon that touches the whole country and every state, only to a
different degree, it is therefore less confrontational and more egalitarian. At the same time, it depicts the south as a
specific region which needs focusing and political measures, and more “help”. The map explains itself and does not
need further explanation. Both, the producer as well as the reader are the experts of the phenomenon.
Obviously, with only two maps no typfication can be evolved, which would be the next phase in a research project that
aims at analysing in deep detail a corpus of maps collected. In the presented example, refining the characterisations of
an explanatory versus a showing map could be the first step towards types of mapping styles that are expressed not
through their content but rather their way of design.

CONCLUSION
The aim of this article was to present a methodology that derives from a practice theory approach and uses formal
procedures elaborated in the broad field of visual sciences that allow for the social scientific analysis of maps.
Depending on the specific research interest, it can be a useful tool in order to interpret maps when touching for example
the topics of ideology, visual discourses, social differentiation as expressed through maps, and other related foci in the
field of critical map studies – or as Crampton and Krygier framed it for critical cartography: projects which aim at the
“examination of the assumptions of a field of knowledge. Its purpose is to understand and suggest alternatives to the
categories of knowledge that we use” (Crampton/Krygier 2006, 13). Furthermore, it could also be a helpful tool for
cartography practitioners in order to critically evaluate their design choices. Aspects that this methodology might not be
suitable to use for, on the other hand, are for example: research that is interested in the particular circumstances of the
map production and its producers; the circulation practices of the map; or the individual reception and reading of these
maps. And lastly, one other important field of research that I want to mention here and which needs further evaluation
(and would be indeed be possible with the already existing video analysis research that uses the documentary method)
are animated maps which are becoming more and more relevant nowadays, especially in news publications.
While many steps of the analysis I presented here are well established methods in visual sciences, they are never
uncontested – and even more so outside of an interpretative paradigm. Since there is no methodology that can grasp
every social aspect there is on the visuality of artefacts, every researcher needs to adapt already existing procedure or
even develop a completely new one. Therefore, I understand the approach presented here rather as a collection and
broad base of single steps to the analysis from which also researchers can pick the ones which are more affine to their
study. The procedure would be needed to be adapted to specific research interests, in order to meet the needs of good
and coherent qualitative research. As Tracy states: “A meaningfully coherent piece makes use of the concepts that fit
their paradigm and research goals“ (2010, 848). Meanwhile, the use of a methodological approach that does not fit in all
aspects the theoretical approach of the research is possible, but the researcher needs to “note the disjuncture between the
two points of view and explain how he or she was intentionally weaving together the approaches” (ibid.).
Understanding qualitative research as an artistic craft (see Tracy 2010, 839), my hope is that the methodological
approach presented here contributes to augment the analytic tool box to understand the societal workings of
cartographic communication.
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