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‘Good maps shed light, all maps reduce 

perspectives’. Critical Cartography as a way 

to renew our approach to a territory and 

find stories 
Francesca Berardi 

 

“If I walk this way in the morning I can make 25 dollars, if I walk the other way, I can make 

30 dollars. And if I walk three more blocks that way, that’s another 10 dollars.” One 

morning in the Fall of 2016, a man in his fifties used these words to describe to me a 

neighborhood in Brooklyn. His name was Pierre and he was a canner, a person who 

makes a living picking up cans and bottles on the streets of New York, five cents a piece. 

Pierre knew that area perfectly, but not in the way I did, not the in the way Google does. 

He didn’t know the names of the streets, he was only interested in the businesses where 

bottled drinks are consumed. His mental map was based on the amount of money he 

could make on every block or corner.  

 

The conversation I had with Pierre that morning made me think that just as for people, 

there are infinite “true”representations of cities. And in order to understand the one of 

the canners, I needed to experiment with new reporting techniques and explore 

different approaches to knowledge. Critical cartography was one of them.  

 



 

 
 

According to critical cartography, maps do not only represent reality, they make 

realities and produce identities. Through mapping the activity of canners and following 

their personal perception of and approach to the territory, I left the vertical city and 

found myself in an unexpected horizontal New York. A city of sidewalks, backyards, 

parking lots…a city where what really matters can be found on the ground: abandoned, 

yet valuable, objects, something that most people would call waste. New York began to 

unfold in front of me as an endless strip mine of valuable objects.  

 

The material collected during my year-long project can be found on the website 

canners.nyc.  

 

This is what I wrote about my methodology in the “about” page:  

 

Working with Grga Basic, a cartographer at Columbia University's Center for Spatial 

Research, I traced the trajectories of eight canners, two of whom work as a couple. I used 

the GPS on my smartphone and a simple tracking app, manually collecting the quantitative 

and qualitative data on notebooks. Grga then translated my notes into maps as precise as 



 

they are disorienting. The itineraries are placed on a blank background, where the 

geographical references we’re used to —street names, parks, rivers— disappear. There are 

two main reasons for this deliberate abstraction. The first is to protect the canners’ privacy. 

Each one of them moves along specific routes, at specific times, with precise objectives, and 

competition is high. Moreover, canners are protective of the relationships they create, for 

example with the superintendents of buildings, which are fundamental for the success of 

their work. Indicating exactly where there is a super who is ready to open a basement in 

exchange of a bag of candies, could raise controversies. Supers obviously don’t only get a 

small gift, but a service that otherwise they would have to provide themselves, that of 

going through and separating the residents’ waste. 

 

The second reason has to do with Grga’s area of expertise, critical cartography, based on 

the notion that the map is a subjective representation of the territory. Conventional maps 

express political and economic power, and therefore it’s important to recognize their 

nature and reveal their limits. Mapping the experience of people who live on the 

geographical and social margins of the city, is a way to challenge this authority, and an 

opportunity to reflect on our notion and relationship with waste. We are used to the idea 

that the act of throwing away an object means its disappearance. Instead it continues to 

live in the city before being definitively transported to faraway places. Some say China. 

Others, less emphatically, speak of New Jersey. In Grga’s visualization, itineraries unfold 

while revealing the collected data.  

 

Critical cartography challenges established western geographic knowledge as an 

indisputable science. “Official” maps are often based on assumptions and influenced by 

ideologies. What makes the critical approach so empowering on a political level is that 

it doesn’t look for “faults” in this kind of representations, but rather for alternatives. 

This is why it should be considered an important resource for journalists and more in 

general for storytellers. Mapping a certain subjective aspect of place feels like changing 



 

lenses and eventually seeing something new and often unexpected.  While teaching a 

workshop at the Master of Journalism, in my hometown Torino, I asked the students to 

find a person who could shed light on a particular, possibly underreported, aspect of the 

city. The assignment was to interview them and ask them to draw - on a blank piece of 

paper - their city, trying to represent the five elements identified by Kevin Lynch in his 

book “The Image of the City” (1960), a milestone in this discipline. They managed to find 

a total of eight people, and the  results were surprising: a homeless woman drew seven 

urban elements in order of importance - among them a bench where she starts her days 

and her favorite monument, where she likes to rest; a former union leader of the 

automotive company FIAT (now FICA) drew an historic itinerary following the strikes 

and victories of the workers. Interviews and maps were published by the daily 

newspaper La Stampa in its metro section.  

 



 

 

 

Working with the ROCK project, I’m aiming to create a series of maps of Marvila, an area 

labeled by real estate developers as the “Soho of Lisbon”. Two of the maps - one 

focusing on political action and another on hunger and food - will be based on residents' 

memories and archival material. A third one will challenge the notion of “urban void” 

and “abandoned spaces”, two expressions often used to legitimize the capitalization of 

urban areas that would require other kinds of interventions.  

 



 

 
Marvila. Photo: Vitor Barros 
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Workshop on Critical Cartography. Photo: Vitor Barros 

 

Further readings:  

During my year of field work - supported by the Brown Institute for Media Innovation - a 

collaboration between Columbia and Stanford Universities - I was inspired by the work 

of several American authors, such as the urban planner Kevin Lynch (especially for his 

book Wasting Away, San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1990) and the writer and activist 

Rebecca Solnit. The work that inspired me the most is a book by the American 

geographer Denis Wood: Everything Sings (Siglio, 2010.) In this volume, Wood subverts 

the traditional notions of maps and the geographic representation of his old 

neighborhood in Raleigh, North Carolina. Working with a group of students, he mapped 

the unexpected and the seemingly unmappable, elements that are “useless” to 

knowledge; sounds, mailman routes, pools of light, public and private trees, the rhythm 

of the sun, to name some. The result is a series of maps that are rigorous, revealing, 

poetic and sometimes ironic, highlighting elements that a real estate developer would 

hardly be able to monetize. 


