
Unfortunately, due to technical issues, Dr. Izhak Schnell was not able to join the audio 
interview about his book co-authored with Dr. Christine Leuenberger titled The Politics of 
Maps: Cartographic Constructions of Israel/Palestine (Oxford University Press, 2021). His 
answers to the interview questions are included in written form instead. The responses have 
been very lightly edited for clarity.   

Please briefly introduce yourself, your academic background, and explain how you two 
came together to write this book. 

I am a Geographer, graduated from Clark University US in 1984. My expertise is in social 
geography-with a focus on socio-spatial integration of social groups and entrepreneurs in 
globalizing spaces, environmental geography –with focus on how people are exposed to 
environmental health risks and how it effects their health, cultural geography with focus on 
the interpretation of Zionist landscapes and artistic and cartographic representations of 
landscapes.  

The idea grew gradually when I was involved in producing maps in 'Peace Now' as part of a 
political campaign against the settlements in the West Bank. When data from my computer 
were stolen probably by rightist activists, while we were working on producing a map based 
on a survey we ran, I really internalized the political power of maps. When as member of the 
board of Steinmetz center for peace studies at Tel Aviv University I was asked to initiate a 
conference on Geographic aspects of peace I decided to focus the conference on maps. At 
the same time, Christine looked for a partner for a study on the wall along the Palestinian 
Israel border. I responded to her call but convinced her to work on maps instead. 

Particularly in the early 20th century, how did map-making help “brand” the idea of the 
nation of Israel? 

Benedict Anderson in his seminal book on imagined communities argued that national maps 
produced by colonial power enhanced national identity among the natives. We found that in 
the case of Zionism the challenge was to transform a Jewish identity that focused on religion 
and assigned an esoteric meaning to the national territory into an identity that focuses on 
national identity, needs to concretize the territorial integrity of the home land. The map did 
so emphasizing the big project of purchasing lands in the homelands on the one hand and 
the huge empty lands that call for action from the Zionist people. The fact that the maps 
were mainly published on a donation box made every donator personally involved in the big 
project of redeeming the land. In the early state age maps were nationally produced 
emphasizing the temporal status on the borders and the small size of the state mainly with 
the "narrow belly" at the center of Israel. After the Six Day War in 1967, left and right wing 
activists used maps to shape the public mind. The status of the green line, the status of the 
no one lands along some of the borders and the use of color in representing the continuity 
vs. separation between the West Bank and Israel were the major rhetorical means used in 
managing the cartographic war. 

Why do you argue that “when it came to map-making, the British and Zionists’ aims 
seemed to converge, even though their ultimate goals diverged”? 



 
Britain mapped colonies that they planed to develop for their colonial purposes. Palestine 
was important to them as part of the military built up and the economy of gasoline. 
Arrangement of land ownership by reliable maps was perceived as a necessary precondition 
to development. The Palestinians like many natives in colonies resisted the mapping project 
as an anti-colonial action. The Zionist supported the process since it secured their ownership 
on lands purchased by them. In contrast the Ottoman land registration system was 
extremely chaotic and unreliable in a way that did not supply a precise proof for ownership.  

How can we see the process of Israelising and Hebraising maps of Israel/Palestine through 
the “Eretz Israel: A Map for Knowing the Homeland for Youngsters and the General 
Public”? 

The Israelization of the maps has been achieved by several means: Hebreizing places names. 
Immediately after independence a committee was nominated by Ben Gurion, the first Prime 
Minister, to invent Hebrew names to all places including natural landmarks like mountains, 
valleys etc. Biblical and Historical names from the Golden ages of Jewish sovereignty in the 
land were prioritised as a mean to increase rootedness in the land.  

The use of Logo maps, which are simple to grasp and are loaded with national symbolic 
representations was intensively used. Prior to the establishment of the state, by the KKL, by 
the Israeli state in order to transmit its small size and its temporary borders and after 1967 
by rightist movements that tried to consolidate in people minds a logo that present the 
greater Israel as one united and inseparable territory           

How can we see changes in national storytelling, through history and maps, by comparing 
editions of the Atlas of Israel, which was published from 1956-2009? 

The Israeli mapping company conformed to the principle that they conform to the practical 
situation on the ground. Prior to 1967 the green line was the border so they include it in the 
map. After 1967 the cease fire line along the Jordan river was the practical border therefore 
they erased the green line from the map. In addition, in maps that they focus on Jewish 
settlement of the country it becomes reasonable to ignore Palestinian villages and towns. 
We argue that the results are maps that hide political implication: the ignoring of Palestinian 
towns leave association of an empty country to be redeemed from desolation by the Zionist 
movement. This is amplified by conforming a common Zionist miss. The elimination of the 
green line after 1967 brand a concept of greater Israel as one inseparable and united 
territory etc. 

How do even practically oriented maps, such as for drivers, nevertheless show political 
goals in their cartographies? 

When a map claims to be political people activate critical thinking but when the maps sound 
innocent while branding particular political messages they may be even more effective. 

How do Peace Now maps use “narrative and representational strategies to advocate a 
two-state solution”? 



 
Peace now tried to show that despite the large number of settlements, the percentage of 
Jewish population in the O.T. remain low. Also, that most of the settlers live an about 10 
percent of the territory along the borders. Therefore, with reciprocal exchange of no more 
than 8% of the territories a political solution based on two states may be possible. 

Their maps also used various rhetorical means to highlight the separation between the 
territories. One goal was not achieved by Peace Now. In an attempt to show the magnitude 
of the settlement as representing the magnitude of the evil Israel did to the Palestinians, 
rightist readers of the maps were proud to discover that the map show that more than half 
of the land already were transferred to Jewish control. The sophistication and complexity of 
Peace Now maps compared to the rightists' simple branding and propaganda maps, were 
found to be less affective in maneuvering the public opinion.    

How have Palestinians used maps to attempt to build a Palestinian state and resist “the 
dominant geopolitics envisioned by the Israeli state”? 

The Palestinians entered the Oslo negotiation without organized cartographic knowledge. 
They consulted Israeli experts. Later they developed a cartographic department in the Orient 
house in Jerusalem, which was forced later to close by the Israeli Military Administrations. 
Two private companies tried to fil the gap with limited resources. In Peace Now we ask them 
to produce our maps in order to support them and I personally was impressed by their 
integrity in designing the maps.  

Maps on national symbol like flags and propaganda maps presented all the territory west to 
the Jordan river as Palestine but the national Atlas produced by one of the private 
companies and endorsed by the Palestinian authority presented the West Bank and Gaza as 
Palestinian territories complying with the Oslo agreement. 

What’s something you came across in the research or writing of this book that surprised 
you? It may or may not be something that made it into the book? 

I was surprised how strongly the Jewish surveyors and cartographers were recruited to the 
national goal. They viewed themselves as pioneers, they convinced the leadership to 
recognize the importance of cartography to the national goal. Before independence, they 
initiated the production of intelligence maps of Palestinian strongholds, they created 
military maps for the independence war and they stall the British maps of the territories of 
the Palestinian state that were supposed to be given to the Palestinians. After independence 
they produced a cadaster maps that probably played to the benefit of the state on behalf of 
Palestinians properties. However, all of the veterans of the Survey of Israel from that time 
refused to expose their methods of work in managing the surveys. They also volunteered to 
go to the borders in military conflict situation in attempt to take control over the no men 
lands on the border with Syria. Here again the veterans of the survey of Israel refused to 
expose their methods of conduct.  



On the other hand, they developed trust with the professional on the other side of the 
Egyptian and Jordanian borders avoiding several military classes by solving disputed in 
agreement with the other side experts.  

What are you working on now/next? 

I work mainly on two topics: one is about environmental risks on cities in which I have 
several Ph.D. students and in lesser intensity on socio-spatial integration and segregation in 
a globalizing spaces. With a PhD student we develop new paradigm for socio-spatial analysis 
in globalizing spaces. Despite the fact that we still can contribute a lot to the debates in 
political cartography right now I am not contributing to the field.     


