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The Age of Enlightenment, a period of intellectual ferment spanning roughly the 17th
and 18th centuries, profoundly shaped European thought and, consequently, global
interactions. Central to understanding this shift is examining how Britons perceived the
world, a perspective often reflected in the burgeoning field of cartography and the very
concept of a "Great Map of Mankind." This article delves into the British worldview
during this era, exploring the interplay of scientific curiosity, imperial ambition, and
burgeoning racial hierarchies that shaped their understanding of the globe and its
diverse inhabitants. We will investigate key aspects such as Enlightenment
cartography, British colonialism, racial classifications, and the philosophical
underpinnings of this worldview.

Enlightenment Cartography and the Ordering of the
World

The Enlightenment witnessed a dramatic improvement in mapmaking. No longer were
maps simply crude representations of landmasses; they became sophisticated tools
reflecting burgeoning geographical knowledge and, crucially, a hierarchical worldview.
The creation of accurate maps, fueled by exploration and scientific advancements, was
integral to the British project of global domination. Detailed charts enabled more
efficient navigation, trade routes, and ultimately, the expansion of the empire. This
wasn't just about practical applications; the map itself became a powerful symbol of
control and knowledge, reflecting a belief in British superiority. The very act of mapping
the world, of "ordering" it onto a two-dimensional surface, reflected a desire to
understand and control the seemingly chaotic diversity of the globe. This British
Imperialism directly influenced the accuracy and purpose of these maps.

### Mapping the "Other": Racial Classifications and the Great Chain of Being



The "Great Map of Mankind," however, wasn't solely about geographical accuracy. It
also represented a burgeoning system of racial categorization. Enlightenment thinkers,
while advocating for reason and progress, simultaneously embraced a hierarchical view
of humanity, placing Europeans, and specifically Britons, at the apex. This reflected in
the way non-European cultures were depicted on maps—often stereotyped, exoticized,
or marginalized. The concept of the "Great Chain of Being," a pre-existing philosophical
framework, was adapted to fit this new world order. This hierarchical system positioned
Europeans at the top, followed by a descending order of other races, based on
subjective evaluations of physical characteristics, perceived cultural sophistication,
and, ultimately, perceived "civilizational" progress. This is where we see the deeply
problematic intersection of scientific observation and ingrained biases.

British Colonialism and the Shaping of Global
Perceptions

British colonial expansion directly influenced the "Great Map of Mankind." The
acquisition of new territories and the subjugation of indigenous populations were not
just acts of power; they were seen as a civilizing mission, a justification for imposing
British values and governance upon the "uncivilized" world. This belief fueled the
creation of maps that strategically emphasized British holdings and downplayed or
misrepresented the lands and cultures of colonized peoples. The acquisition of new
colonies, in turn, provided further data that fuelled the cartographic enterprise,
creating a self-perpetuating cycle of expansion and representation. This also directly
impacted British expansionism and the perceived need to "map" and "understand"
distant territories.

The Philosophical Underpinnings: Reason,
Progress, and the "Savage"

The Enlightenment's emphasis on reason and progress played a crucial role in shaping
British perceptions. The belief in the superiority of reason and Western civilization led
to a condescending view of non-European cultures, often labeled as "savage" or
"primitive." This perspective justified colonial expansion, portraying it as a necessary
step in the advancement of humanity. This narrative was powerfully reinforced by the
maps themselves, which visually represented the perceived gap between the "civilized"
and the "uncivilized." This Enlightenment philosophy directly influenced how the
map was interpreted and how the world was represented within the framework of the
map.
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A Legacy of Power and Prejudice: The Enduring
Impact of the "Great Map of Mankind"

The "Great Map of Mankind," as envisioned by many Britons during the Enlightenment,
was not a neutral representation of the world. It was a powerful tool reflecting their
ambitions, biases, and beliefs. While the maps themselves provided valuable
geographical data, their underlying message was one of dominance and hierarchy. The
legacy of this perspective continues to shape our understanding of the world today,
reminding us of the need to critically examine historical representations and to
confront the enduring effects of colonialism and racial prejudice. The legacy of these
maps shows how cartography is never just a scientific endeavor; it is always also a
reflection of cultural values, power dynamics, and ideology.

FAQ:

Q1: How did the scientific revolution impact the creation of maps during the
Enlightenment?

Al: The scientific revolution provided the tools and methodologies that enabled the
creation of far more accurate and detailed maps. Advances in astronomy, navigation
(particularly the development of the chronometer), and surveying techniques
significantly improved mapmaking accuracy. This allowed for a more precise
representation of geographical features, leading to more effective exploration and
colonial expansion.

Q2: Were all British maps of the period uniformly biased?

A2: While many maps reflected the prevailing biases of the era, it's inaccurate to claim
all were uniformly biased. Some maps focused primarily on geographical accuracy,
particularly those used for navigation. However, even in these seemingly objective
maps, the selection of what to include and what to omit could still reflect underlying
assumptions about importance and relevance, often privileging British interests.

Q3: How did the "Great Map of Mankind" contribute to the development of
racial theories?

A3: The "Great Map of Mankind" provided a visual framework for reinforcing existing
racial hierarchies. The way different cultures were depicted - sometimes stereotypically
or with outright derogatory descriptions - contributed to the development and
propagation of racist ideologies. The spatial ordering on the map reinforced the notion
of a hierarchical world order, with Europeans at the top.

Q4: What are some examples of how non-European cultures were
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misrepresented on these maps?

A4: Non-European cultures were often depicted with a lack of detail, or with
stereotypes that reinforced negative preconceptions. Indigenous populations might be
portrayed as "savage" or "uncivilized," lacking the sophistication of European societies.
Their geographical locations might be inaccurately rendered, diminishing their
significance.

Q5: How did the "Great Map of Mankind" influence later colonial practices?

A5: The visual representations on these maps provided a powerful justification for
colonial expansion. The perceived "uncivilized" nature of non-European populations, as
visually presented, was used to rationalize their subjugation and exploitation under the
guise of a "civilizing mission." This reinforced the justification for expansion in the
minds of policy makers and the public.

Q6: How should we interpret these historical maps today?

A6: We should interpret these historical maps not simply as geographical
representations but as powerful cultural artifacts reflecting the biases and worldviews
of their creators. By critically analyzing their content and context, we can gain valuable
insights into the historical power dynamics and prejudices that shaped global
interactions.

Q7: What are the lasting impacts of the "Great Map of Mankind" on
contemporary society?

A7: The legacies of the "Great Map of Mankind" include ongoing racial inequalities,
colonial legacies in many parts of the world, and ingrained biases in our understanding
of global history. Understanding these historical representations is crucial to
dismantling persistent systems of oppression and promoting a more equitable future.

Q8: What resources can | use to learn more about this topic?

A8: Numerous academic books and articles explore the relationship between
cartography, colonialism, and the Enlightenment. Searching for terms like "colonial
cartography," "Enlightenment and race," and "maps and imperialism" in academic
databases like JSTOR and Project MUSE will yield relevant results. Museum collections
often contain examples of historical maps, offering visual context for further research.

The Great Map of Mankind: British Perceptions of the World in the Age of Enlightenment

The Period of Enlightenment, a period of intellectual ferment spanning roughly the 17th
and 18th ages, witnessed a profound shift in European opinions of the world. Nowhere
was this more clear than in Great Britain, where a burgeoning empire fuelled both the
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collection of new geographical information and the creation of complex, often biased,
interpretations of global diversity. This article analyzes how British perceptions of the
world, as demonstrated in cartography, literature, and political discourse, shaped and
were shaped by the Enlightenment's core principles.

The emergence of the "Great Map of Mankind" - a analogy for the vast and increasingly
detailed representations of the globe - was inherently linked to the expansion of British
influence across the globe. Early cartograms were often rough, displaying limited
investigation and often relying on rumour and speculation. However, as British naval
power expanded, so too did the accuracy and completeness of their cartographic
portrayals. These maps weren't merely devices for navigation; they became
instruments of proclaiming dominance, justifying colonial expansion, and arranging the
world in accordance to a specific, often Eurocentric, worldview.

The Enlightenment's focus on reason and empiricism affected the way British thinkers
comprehended other cultures. While some, like the intellectuals associated with the
Scottish Enlightenment, championed a more nuanced understanding of cultural
differences, highlighting the potential for human progress across all societies, many
others viewed non-European societies through a lens of cultural hierarchy.

This stratified worldview found its expression in various forms. Literature often
represented non-European peoples as either "noble savages" - possessing inherent
virtue but lacking the refinement of European culture - or as inherently subordinate
beings requiring civilizing direction. Expedition narratives, hugely popular during the
period, often bolstered these stereotypes, often glorifying aspects of non-European
cultures while simultaneously undermining their agency.

Administrative discourse served a similar function. The justification for colonial
expansion often depended on the idea of a "civilizing mission," implying that Britain
had a moral duty to bring the advantages of European culture to the "lesser" peoples of
the world. This story conveniently ignored the often brutal realities of colonial
governance, the abuse of resources, and the systemic cruelty inflicted upon colonized
populations.

The Great Map of Mankind, therefore, wasn’t simply a geographic representation of the
world; it was a powerful representation of British influence and ideology during the
Enlightenment. It showed not only the expanding reach of the British domain but also
the complex and often inconsistent ways in which British thinkers understood the world
and their place within it. The result of these perceptions continues to affect global
affairs and social interactions to this day.

The study of these maps and the connected literature gives invaluable understandings
into the complexities of Enlightenment thought, the interactions of colonialism, and the
enduring effects of Eurocentric perspectives. By investigating these historical
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documents, we can better understand the present and work towards a more equitable
and comprehensive future.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: What were the main biases present in British maps of the Enlightenment
era?

A: Eurocentric bias was dominant, placing Britain and Europe at the center and often
depicting non-European territories with less accuracy and detail, reflecting a perceived
inferiority. Racial and cultural biases also shaped representations of different peoples
and societies.

2. Q: How did the Enlightenment's emphasis on reason affect British
perceptions of the world?

A: While some argued for a more rational and less prejudiced understanding of other
cultures, the Enlightenment's emphasis on reason often served to justify colonial
expansion and hierarchical views of different societies through concepts of "civilization"
and "progress."

3. Q: What is the significance of studying these maps today?

A: Studying these maps helps us understand the historical roots of current global
inequalities, the legacy of colonialism, and the ongoing impact of Eurocentric
worldviews on international relations and cultural interactions. It encourages critical
analysis of historical narratives and promotes a more nuanced understanding of global
diversity.

4. Q: Were there any dissenting voices challenging the dominant British
perceptions?

A: Yes, there were Enlightenment thinkers, particularly associated with the Scottish
Enlightenment, who advocated for more nuanced and less biased interpretations of
other cultures, emphasizing the potential for human progress in diverse societies.
However, these views were often marginalized by the dominant colonial narrative.
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