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Mapping Taiwan from an alternative angle
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Abstract

The leitmotif of creating ”Taiwan’s East Asian Neighbors" lies in providing alternative perspectives of
observing Taiwan that are absent in traditional maps. Instead of using a conventional Mercator projec-
tion, leading to serious distortions of territories at the mid and high latitudes, this map uses an oblique
Mercator projection and tactful selection of standard lines to present a precise image of Taiwan and its sur-
rounding countries of the East Asian island arcs. The novelty of this cartographic product has stirred de-
bates from various corners of Taiwan society. These debates reflect the success of this map because it has
achieved the aim of stimulating plural perspectives of observing and understanding Taiwan. “Taiwan’s
East Asian Neighbors" manifests well the potential geopolitical impacts of cartography on a society.
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1. Introduction

From the 1950s to the late 1990s, map-making in Taiwan was a sensitive practice highly
controlled by the authorities for political reasons. This limited the types of maps that
the general public in Taiwan could produce and read. During those days, whenever re-
gional maps portrayed Taiwan, it was mostly presented in the lower right corner of the
map as an island adjacent to Continental Asia. Neighboring countries usually included
China, Japan, and Korea. There was a lack of plural perspectives of observing Taiwan
beyond this standard version.

With the loosening of governmental control on map-making in Taiwan, more and more
civilian cartographers emerged and started to present a plurality of ways of illustrat-
ing Taiwan. “Taiwan’s East Asian Neighbors" was one of seven maps we created in
cooperation with the Taiwan government, Council for Cultural Affairs, in 2004. Titled
Alternative Angles to Look at Taiwan, this project sought to provide alternative and
multiple perspectives of observing Taiwan that conventional maps did not offer.

Coupled with Taiwan’s increasing interactions with Southeast Asian countries since the
1990s, such as through the import of labor and brides, we created Taiwan’s East Asian
Neighbors to depict Taiwan’s relationship with its Southeast Asian neighbors, which is
often omitted in conventional cartographic illustration.

The novelty of Taiwan’s East Asian Neighbors, however, has stirred debates from vari-
ous corners of Taiwan society. In this paper, we explain how we created this map and
evaluate whether it has achieved its objective of bringing pluralistic views of Taiwan by
observing social responses to the map’s creation.

2. Method

For Taiwan’s East Asian Neighbors (Main Map) we wished to show the readers that if
they stood at the center of the East Asian island arcs and looked beyond, they could see
a world as visualized in this map: Taiwan would be the center of the East Asian island
arcs and could be metaphorically compared to a bridge that connects Continental Asia
and the Southeast Asian oceanic countries.

We drew this map using the Generic Mapping Tools (GMT), a mapping software pro-
gram widely used for map-making and scientific plots (Wessel and Smith, 2010). The
data used is ETOPO2 (National Geophysical Data Center, 2010), which contains two-
minute gridded global relief for both ocean and land areas.
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As the focus of this map is on portraying Taiwan with its neighbors of the East Asian
island arcs, we selected a scope that allows readers to have a better view of this geo-
graphical focus. In terms of symbolization, we used various colors to emphasize the
relief of the land (i.e., the figure) and the ocean (i.e., the ground).

In addition, we tried to find a projection that can allow the line of contact between the
globe and the cylinder to pass through our focused zone. Although there are different
kinds of projections that can depict our focused area, we find that an oblique Mercator
projection, with the axis of the cylinder passing through points at (180◦E, 55◦N) and
(0◦E, 35◦S), can better minimize the distortion. This is reflected well in the graticules
near the East Asian island arcs.

Had we adopted a normal Mercator projection, the northern part of Continental Asia
would have been largely distorted compared with the islands in Southeast Asia. Con-
versely, if we had adopted a transverse Mercator projection, with 130◦E as the central
meridian, the western part of Continental Asia and eastern New Guinea would have
been largely distorted compared with the Moluccas.

The result was remarkably different from traditional Mercator maps of Taiwan com-
monly seen. This map successfully highlights Taiwan’s location at the East Asian island
arcs and covers the eastern part of Continental Asia, Taiwan, the Philippines, the Moluc-
cas, Timor, and New Guinea.

This is the first time Taiwan has been illustrated in such a novel way. Two aspects are
worth noting. First, Taiwan has mostly been portrayed as an island adjacent to the
Chinese mainland and East Asian countries. In this map genre, Taiwan was inevitably
placed at the lower right corner of an entire map because of the selection of the scope.
Taiwan’s East Asian Neighbors has a comprehensive illustration of Taiwan at the East
Asian island arcs and places it at the center of these countries. This is the most refreshing
aspect of this map. Second, we show east at the top of the map. This is not the first
such portrayal (Lay et al., 2010); however, coupled with the selection of the scope, this
map shows clearly these East Asian countries’ direct connection to the immense Pacific
Ocean. Using the east at the top strengthens the perception that these countries are close
to the vast body of water, an effect that existing maps do not often emphasize.

3. Social Responses

We do not intend to interpret this map; our aim is only to present it as it is visualized.
However, since our work was published in 2004, it has caused simmering debates in
newspapers and magazines and on television. Taiwan’s East Asian Neighbors is one
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of the most viewed modern maps of Taiwan in decades. We hence feel the need to
summarize these social responses.

Frustrated with orthodox maps of Taiwan, supporters hail that this map finally walks
outside the traditional confinement to re-examine the spatial image of the island. Pla-
cing the Pacific Ocean at the top creates a kind of imaginary space for readers. The
vast ocean not only broadens the horizon of the people on the island but also implies
a medium connecting Taiwan to the rest of the world (Yang, 2004). Given a rising
propensity to stress a Taiwan-centered identity on the island, the supporters herald this
re-definition of Taiwan’s status of being in the middle of the East Asian countries.

Objectors, however, emphasize that this map only strengthens the image of Taiwan be-
ing an isolated island on the rim of the Pacific Ocean. Placing Taiwan in the “middle" of
the East Asian island arcs implies a self-centered, arrogant, egoist inclination or even a
sense of insular nationalism in cartographic representation (United Daily News, 2004).

In addition, there are widespread critiques on treating east as the top of the map be-
cause it challenges the already accustomed angle (i.e., the north at the top) of observing
Taiwan. As Lakeoff and Johnson (1980) indicate, mankind associates spatial orientation
with certain abstract connotations. “Up" is a spatial metaphor that is usually linked to
the positive idea of “superior," “outstanding," etc. Placing Taiwan on “top" of China,
that is, at the top of the map, suggests this island’s ambition to surpass China.

These responses lead us to conclude that this map has achieved our original aim of
stimulating pluralist ideas of observing and analyzing Taiwan.

4. Conclusions

This paper presents a unique and rarely seen angle of depicting Taiwan cartographic-
ally. Because of its originality, we examine the social responses toward this creation.
The debate suggests that the readers are not used to unconventional selection of projec-
tion method, the center, the top, and the scope. For cartographers, this further implies
that readers in Taiwan do not have sufficient cartographic knowledge and training to
read these maps. Instead, the readers allow their imagination to roam freely to conjec-
ture on the map-makers’ intentions. Because national identity is a crucial question in
Taiwan, many readers inevitably try to explore the ideological motivations behind this
map-making project. Ultimately, we believe our project has provided a quintessential
example of the potential geopolitical impacts that a map can engender in society.
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Software

We drew this map employing the GMT, useful for mapping regions of massive lateral
extent in an oblique direction. GMT is open source software developed by Paul Wessel,
Walter H. F Smith, and a number of global volunteers (http://gmt.soest.hawaii.edu). It
was created in UNIX but can be executed in Windows, OS/2, and Mac.
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