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information

• Conclusions and invitation to Mapping the 
Sacred

AVATAR INCARNATED: THE NA’VI

AND THE DONGRIYA KONDH

Mapping the Sacred

Towards indigital geographic information networks
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The Na’vi The Dongriya Kondh
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MAPPING, COUNTER-MAPPING, 

NON-MAPPING

Mapping the Sacred

Towards indigital geographic information networks

Protected Planet Sacred Natural Sites

Differences in worldviews Mapping sacred spaces

• Sacred spaces are not fixed, but they are 
‘chronotopes’* with associated experiences, 
histories, memories going back to generations

• Indigenous lands are perceived as an asset to be 
protected and used sustainably; they are not 
seen as a commodity to be measured, plotted, 
subdivided, leased or sold

• But contemporary land use systems are based on 
boundaries, so some indigenous peoples have 
respond by ‘counter-mapping’

*Bakhtin, MM (1981) "Forms of time and of the chronotope in the novel".  In The Dialogic

Imagination. Austin: Univ. Texas Press. pp. 84–258.
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Counter-mapping

Peluso, N L (1995) Whose woods are these? Counter-mapping forest territories in 

Kalimantan, Indonesia. Antipode 27:4 383-406

Mapping as a political act

Maps… exert a social 

influence through their 

omissions as much as 

by the features they 

depict and emphasize

(J B Harley, 1992)

Harley, J B (1992) History of Cartography Vol 1. University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL, USA.

The power of maps

“In the end all that maps 

do is assert that this is 

there…”

This: - El Nino

- School

- Sacred site

There:- Pacific Ocean

- City plan

- Indigenous land

Wood, D (2010) Rethinking the Power of Maps.  Guildford Press, London, UK

Eco-cultural map created by Venda 

community in South Africa

“Women, men and youth 

spent six days mapping. It 

was a time for deep 

reflection as the elders 

shared their knowledge of 

the territory, the sacred 

sites, the traditional 

practices and rituals, 

many of which are on the 

verge of being lost.”

http://mupofoundation.org/our-programme/sacred-sites/eco-cultural-mapping-in-venda/

Inuit Land Use and Occupancy Project

Led to the creation in 

1999 of Nunavut, the 

largest and newest 

territory of Canada:

“We were no longer 

mapping the 'territories' 

…but instead, mapping 

the Aboriginal peoples’ 

recollections of their own 

activities.”

Usher, P J (2003) Environment, Race and Nation Reconsidered: Reflections on Aboriginal Land 

Claims in Canada. Canadian Geographer 47 (4): 365–382.

Open Street Map

• Society vs the state: 
paradigm shift in who 
creates and shares 
geographic information

• OSM relies on sharing 
and participation

• As of 10 January 2011 
340,522 registered 
users uploaded 2.121 
billion GPS points
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Critiques of counter-mapping

• Counter-mapping does not represent the 

changing nature of things

• There is misfit between the tools and the 

things being mapped

• It requires high level of computer literacy and 

high costs

Are indigenous lands better 

unmapped?

“We never wanted to 

represent our 

communities. That was a 

white people’s idea in the 

first place.”

—Kxao=Oma 1994 

(quoted in Biesele 2005)

Biesele, M. (2005) Their Own Oral Histories: Items of Juj’hoan Belief and Items of Juj’hoan

Property. In Property and Equality: Ritualisation, Sharing, Egalitarianism, ed. T. Widlok and W.

Tadesse, 190–200. New York: Berghahn.

How can we map that which cannot be 

mapped?

“Coast Salish People in SW 

British Columbia (Canada) 

and NW Washington 

(USA) have their core 

social relationships 

embedded in a moral 

ethos of borderless kin 

networks”

Thom, B (2009) The paradox of boundaries in Coast Salish territories. Cultural Geographies 16: 

179–205

Can mapping help reclaim indigenous 

lands?

“More indigenous 

territory has been claimed 

by maps than by guns. 

And more Indigenous 

territory can be reclaimed 

and defended by maps 

than by guns.”

(B Neitschmann, 1995)

Neitschmann, B (1995) Defending the Misiko Reefs with Maps and GIS: Mapping with Sail, 

Scuba and Satellite. Cultural Survival Quarterly 18 :4, 34–37.

CYBER-CARTOGRAPHY, NEW MAPPING 

TOOLS AND MAPPING THE SACRED

Mapping the Sacred

Towards indigital geographic information networks

What can ‘cyber-cartography’ offer?

Dot or shape on the map

Photos, audios, videos

Links to

social media

Links to

Discussion

forums
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Why mapping the sacred matters?

• Sacred land might cover 
5-15% of Earth’s surface

• But, we don’t know…

– Their number

– Their precise extent

– Their role in conservation

• Understanding the 
relevance of sacred 
spaces in the present day 
can also help their 
protection

Why mapping the sacred matters?

Sacred spaces are not just 

points or shapes on the 

map, but as Marton-

Lefevre argues, they 

demonstrate the ‘special

relationship’ between 

people and nature

Marton-Lefevre, J (2010) Foreword. In Verschuuren, B, R Wild, J McNeely & G Oviedo eds. 

Sacred Natural Sites: Conserving Nature and Culture. Earthscan, London, UK.

How does Mapping the Sacred work? Mapping Ethiopian church forests

Mapping Italian sacred sites Mapping Japanese Shinto shrines
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Mapping The Sacred Grove of the 

Mormon Church
Locating a sacred space

Search for 

Pyhätunturi

Zoom into 

Pyhätunturi

Locating a sacred space

Port Meadow

Zoom into Port 

Meadow

Putting dots or drawing shapes

Port Meadow

My home garden

Wytham Woods

protected area

Adding information about the space

Port Meadow

Viewing and editing information

Port Meadow
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Viewing existing visual imagery

Port Meadow

Existing photos 

and videos

Choosing access to information

Port Meadow

Any information 

entered is made 

public only with 

the user’s consent

Searching for the correct location

Site as a point

Site as a shape

User can define 

accuracy of 

information

User search 

nearby place 

names to put 

the site in 

context

Making textual comments

User can make 

optional 

comments on 

the area and 

any other 

textual 

information

Uploading additional information

User can 

upload media 

files (photos, 

videos, audio 

clips) and even 

maps which 

‘showcase’ the 

site

User can 

change their 

mind and 

delete sacred 

site
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Community participatory mapping and 

resource inventory

Indonesia's Indigenous Peoples 

Alliance of the Archipelago 

(AMAN) pledged to map by 

2020 all 40 million hectares of 

indigenous land owned by 

2,200 indigenous communities, 

and spread out across the 

country's 18,307 sq. km

REPRESENTING ‘HYBRID’ INDIGITAL

GEOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Mapping the Sacred

Towards indigital* geographic information networks

Indigenous

Digital

Western

Towards indigital geographic 

information networks

‘Indigital geographic

information networks’ 

(iGIN) allow comingling of 

indigenous, Western and 

digital technologies 

without imposing a 

universal formula, but 

instead encouraging the 

diversity of geographic 

knowledge systems.

Palmer, M (2012) Theorising indigital geographic information networks. Cartographica 47:2 

80–91

Indigenous

Digital

Western

Mapping Unchained

Mapping the Sacred puts tools in the hands 

of indigenous peoples to safeguard 

knowledge and information about their 

sacred natural sites and it hopes to 

enhance our understanding of the special 

(and spatial) relationships of people and 

nature at sacred natural sites

CONCLUSIONS

• Debates about the nature of mapping, counter-

mapping, non-mapping

• Agreement that conventional mapping, which 

fixes things in space, is not suitable for mapping 

indigenous lands, knowledge systems and 

traditions

• Mapping the Sacred hopes to provide a flexible 

and secure platform to represent the rich natural 

and cultural heritage of sacred spaces

Invitation to Mapping the Sacred

Write to: admin@mappingthesacred.org


