
It is no accident that I wrote this book about maps. Maps are reflections 
of geography. And in my life I have felt lost within my own geography: 
born in a Danish household; raised in Caracas, Venezuela, with annual 
summers spent in Denmark; and having lived extensively in Venezuela, 
Mexico, Denmark, the United States of America, and France. Family 
is now bedrocked in Denmark, and close friendships are scattered across 
all continents, making traveling enjoyable— and inevitable. More homes 
await me. I suspect this is a set of experiences and feelings shared by many 
readers of this book.

From my childhood fascination with science to a teenage desire to 
understand the complexity of human relations, I have continually sought 
out a broad mix of natural and social sciences as well as the humanities. 
I still feel perhaps most comfortable in studying corals and ants, slightly 
less so in learning about planets and galaxies, and even less so in reading 
about human psychology, human governance, economics, and culture. 
But examples from all these areas pepper this book.

To make sense of and order my interests, experiences, and hopes— 
past, present, and future— I turned to the professional study of maps in 
my thirties. A map is a symbolic depiction emphasizing relationships be-
tween elements in space creating a lens through which you and I view the 
world. The organization of sentiments, knowledge, and adventures on a 
grid of symbolism became my motherland.

Perhaps because of my nomadic life, my strong attraction to all scien-
tific theories across the disciplines, and my simultaneous and mutually 
constitutive obsessions with philosophy and cartography, I suspect that 
I am the right person to write a book that, I also feel, needed to be writ-
ten. When I was a graduate student, a close friend offered me advice in 
the form of a quote he attributed to the computer scientist Edsger W. 
Dijkstra: “Do only what only you can do.” This book is my attempt to 
make that contribution. Hopefully it will inspire you in ways you might 
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not have imagined, and I look forward to hearing from you about your 
response to the book— but also about where I can improve its thesis and 
structure, and how I can work with you to build a better world.

Icon Key

Time is scant; energies are limited. While I recommend chapters 1 and 9 
to every reader, certain parts of the book could be skipped, depending on 
your domain of expertise, your curiosity, and your stamina. The chapters 
of part 1 (“Philosophy”) and their philosophically challenging sections 
are classified as either “philosophical deep diving” ( ) or “philosophical 
snorkeling” ( ). Non- philosophically inclined readers might consider 
skimming or even skipping philosophical deep- diving sections, perhaps 
to return to them later. However, please try to process the philosophical 
snorkeling sections, because they are necessary to the book’s argument. 
Finally, philosophically easygoing chapters or sections are labeled “easy 
reading” ( ). A general reader could perhaps locate the main lessons 
of part 1 in chapters 2 and 4; the cartographically minded might wish to 
focus especially on the middle chapters, 3 and 4; and the philosophically 
inclined might study the bookend philosophy chapters, 2 and 5. As for 
part 2 (“Science”), all might benefit from chapters 6, 7, and 8 because of 
the parade of examples they offer.

In many respects, even this simple description of the book’s organiza-
tion is a kind of map, perhaps a semantic or conceptual map— and so your 
journey into how maps become our world has already begun. To those 
of us who feel drawn to mapping, and to those who have always felt their 
world is navigationally rich, I invite you to follow me though the vast and 
truly staggering influence that maps of many types can have on one’s self 
and the world.
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(my “home away from home”) are much appreciated. Tak især til Peter 
Adolphsen, Heidi Beckmann, Liam Bialach, Christian Frankel, Mik-
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University of California, Santa Cruz, I have been lucky to interact with 
a wonderful variety of impressive academics. At Stanford University, 
Brian Cantwell Smith, Hasok Chang, John Dupré, Marcus Feldman, 
Peter Galison, Peter Godfrey- Smith, Deborah Gordon, and Debra Satz 
provided guidance during my undergraduate and master’s days. Matthew 
Brockwell, Mark Brown, Michelle Friedland, Benj Hellie, Jonathan Kap-
lan, Sandhya Kilaru, Josh Knobe, and Siddhartha Mukherjee were highly 
supportive peers. Thank you to Amir Najmi, Hervé Kieffel, and Simon 
Dickie for ongoing friendship and advice since those early days. We only 
live once, indeed. Returning to Stanford both during dissertation writing 
(2002/03) and for a sabbatical year as visiting scholar (2015/16; office 
space provided by Helen Longino and Noah Rosenberg), I met some of 
the other members of the “Stanford school” of philosophy of science. 
Thank you to Helen Longino, Tom Ryckman, Nancy Cartwright, and Sol-
omon Feferman— your friendship is much appreciated. During the sab-
batical, Silvia De Toffoli, Thomas Icard, Arezoo Islami, and R. A. Briggs 
in particular provided valuable feedback.
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Young.

Living in San Francisco and the San Francisco Bay Area offers an op-
portunity to stumble upon a variety of remarkable people. Some of them 
have also been generous with their time in reacting to the book, and in 
helping make San Francisco one of several homes. Thank you to Mark 
Detweiler, Marcia Baum, Michael “Doc” Edge, Sarah Dihmes, Joseph 
Hendry, Claire Heidi Hafner, Alicia Claire Kletter, Ryan Giordano, Trudy 
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That a book is a communal effort is perhaps common knowledge, but 
until you embark on the adventure, it is impossible to know how much of 
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sity of Chicago Press always answered emails informatively, knew how to 
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up the prose: Gloria Sturzenacker and Marilyn Freedman (the entire 
manuscript), and Jennie Dusheck (part 2). Art discussions with Heidi 
Svenningsen Kajita, Larisa DePalma, Joe Keefe, and Pablo Carlos Budassi 
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Each of us pays the ultimate price for being given the gift of world 
making, and on October 5, 2011, Grethe Grønfeldt Winther, my mother, 
died after a three- year struggle with cancer. The death of my mother 
changed my life deeply, and though her physical being was no longer 
present during the writing of this book, she nonetheless contributed 
energetically to its creation. Perhaps the yearning to write books, have 
children, or embark on voyages of discovery across the oceans or into 
space is an attempt to escape the eternal anonymity of a death without 
legacy. My mother will continue to live on in my heart and mind, and now 
yours, in part because her essence is woven through the stories filling the 
pages of When Maps Become the World.
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