Icons and Diagrams
Schematics and diagrams have become a crucial part of literacy in the last few generations.
While the American mass media remains timid about anything but simple time series and histograms
(and frequently abuses those), the margins of popular culture are filled with scatterplots, flow charts,
Sankey diagrams, interactive charts, and other esoterica. There is a great deal of room for improvement,
but diagrams have at least entered our vocabulary and become concepts to conjure with. Recently I
have been interested in the interplay between diaphragmatic understandings and symbology or
iconography. What follows is a meandering walk through those thoughts.
We might begin with the two symbols below, which are both quite ancient. The taijiyu, known
reductively in English as the yin-yang, is a symbol of Taoism, and the globus cruciger was a Medieval
symbol of Christendom, especially associated with the Byzantine and Holy Roman empires (earlier, in
pagan Europe, it was sometimes topped with Nike instead of a cross).

These symbols interest me, though, because they are icons but they are not simply iconic: they
are also miniature ontologies. The taijiyu stands for Taoism, but it also illustrates the dynamic of yin
and yang, which in Taoist cosmology make up the entire universe, each interflowing with and
containing the other. The globus cruciger is based on a circular “map” of the world, showing Asia at
the bottom, Africa in the upper left, and Europe in the upper right. This map was often drawn by itself,
without the cross, and with a central dot showing Jerusalem at the confluence of the Red,
Mediterranean, and Black Seas (Liungman says that the horizontal bars represent the Nile and the Don
rivers, but by comparison to medieval maps in the same format, I disagree). In both these cases, the
symbol “contains” its audience as well as indicating an ideology or polity that the audience might relate
to. For a European, the globus cruciger was not simply an imperial icon of Byzantium, it was also a
diagram in which they could discover themselves in the upper-right-hand corner.
This dual function has obvious propagandistic value, and it fascinates me. Even in our era,
where maps and diagrams are part of basic literacy, they can have a powerful framing effect which
belies their role as intellectual tools. For instance, there is a popular model of the n stages of grief,
where n most frequently equals seven, based on the Kübler-Ross model. It is extremely widely known,
and has been extended either as a misunderstanding or as metaphor to many situations that have
nothing to do with grief. The Kübler-Ross model is often presented as a diagram, usually a time series
with “morale” or similar on the Y axis. Notably, these diagrams don't look at all similar: they disagree
on the number of stages, but also on the basic shape of the curve. But no matter: they all convey a
sense of scientific charisma and organization. In fact, psychological research has taken issue with the
entire concept of “grief stages”, let alone the precise ordering that Kübler-Ross imagined, and others
have diagrammed. But it hardly matters. The charts are so compelling.

Laid side by side, I find this diversity of charts vaugely
offensive. Clearly these curves are not based on any kind of
empirical evidence, and yet that is exactly what is implied by
using the format of an XY chart, rather than, say, a sonnet or
a painting. But the Kübler-Ross diagrams are not, after all,
iconic ontologies in the way that the taijiyu and globus
cruciger are. There have been a few such symbols in the last
century, and I want to discuss three of them in particular.
The first of these chronologically is “Father Haggerty's
Wheel”. Thomas Haggerty, a Marxist priest and labor
agitator, popularized his wheel diagram largely to facilitate
outreach to semi-literate workers, which is part of the reason
it is not better remembered today. But from 1905 to the
1940s or so, the wheel was both a ubiquitous organizing tool
as well as a de facto emblem of both the International
Workers of the World and the Socialist Labor Party. The
wheel purports to organize everyone—all workers, at least—
in a single cosmology, numbered for your convenience. At
the same time, it stylistically echoes the gear motif that the
IWW often used, and overall it is a simple and recognizable
icon, despite the suffusion of text.

Over a century later, it is easy to see the flaws in this design. Just as the globus cruciger fails to
locate the Americas or Australia, a large number of American workers today fall into categories that can
barely be located on Haggerty's diagram. The entire aviation and aerospace industry is absent, though
presumably it would fall into the lower-left of the 500 spoke. The top right box in that spoke,
Communications, would seem to cover the entire IT industry in all its aspects—aside from “traffic
signals”, there are no other references to electronics on the wheel. The enormous wedge devoted to
metal mining is out of all proportion to the number of miners left in the US, and we can say much the
same thing about lumber workers and shipbuilders. These failures of imagination are understandable,
but they are relevant to the decline of US labor. A diagram can always be updated, but in the
meantime, it reflects the assumptions of a particular worldview. The IWW simply did not foresee an
economy in which everyone is either a barista or a web developer, and we import steel and plywood
from other countries whose labor forces look more like Haggerty's Wheel.
A more fundamental problem with the Wheel, like many such charts, is that most of its spatial
data does not actually encode anything meaningful. The taijiyu is very elegant, but its curves do not
signify anything beyond a binary division. Similarly, the Wheel divides all labor into six macrocategories, and emphasizes the centrality of IWW administration. Fine. But all the other choices
appear to be stylistic, rather than semiotic. Why is public service a bar instead of a quadrant? Why is

chemical production adjacent to machinery, but not adjacent to paper milling? Why is motor transport
more central than the railroads? These choices add up to a simple and elegant diagram—a diagram that
hints at rationality and completeness, and has an emblematic quality that a mere list of trades would
not. But they aren't inherently meaningful. They are the precursor of teeth-clenching chartjunk like the
diagram below from Skynet and Ebert, which is in fact just a time series bent around into a circle for no
defensible reason.

At great political remove from Father Haggerty, the Nolan Chart was created by David Nolan in
1969, and later became synonymous with American libertarianism. It has primarily functioned as the
playing field for Marshall Fritz's push-poll (“The World's Smallest Political Quiz”) designed to
convince everyone that they are actually libertarians, or at the very least should be. In that role, the
Nolan Chart has often been the initial diagram people associate with libertarianism, and since no one
else uses it, it has become something of a pseudo-icon for the ideology, although it is not an icon in the
fullest sense.

Like the other symbols we are discussing, the Nolan Chart purports to locate everyone—the
totality of political experience—on a single diagram This is an XY chart, usually tipped 45º from the
Cartesian norm, which simultaneously makes it more iconic and puts also libertarianism literally on top
of the world, like the crucifix on the globus cruciger or the IWW logo at the hub of all humanity in
Father Haggerty's wheel. And, like these earlier symbols, once we blink and rub our eyes, there are
some problems.
Notably, comparing different versions of the Nolan diagram, there is marked disagreement
about the scale of the axes. Everyone likes freedom, which is what Fritz counted on in the WSPQ.
But how much freedom are we talking about? Specifically, does the top corner of the Nolan Diagram
refer to constitutional libertarianism of the Ron Paul variety, or is it balls-out sell-the-kids-on-eBay
anarcho-capitalism? Similarly, is the left-hand corner council communism, or Fabian socialism, or the
US democratic party? There is a sophomoric view of party politics that begins with “they're all
basically the same” and then seeks extremes—from that perspective, nuances like these are
uninteresting. But in terms of practical, grown-up political advocacy (even practical, grown-up
radicalism), these questions of latitude seem increasingly meaningful. Pointedly, it has often seemed
like the US Libertarian party's commitment to personal freedom is largely theoretical and selfcongratulatory, as compared with the trench wars that progressive Democrats have soldiered through.
This is especially true if we focus the conversation on the personal freedoms of women and minorities.
In terms of the Nolan Diagram, one might ask questions like this: No doubt Ron Paul is further
“northeast” than Howard Dean. But in terms of accomplishments—not just rhetoric—Howard Dean is
certainly further “northwest” than Ron Paul. So who is further “north”?
Once we start to ask such questions, the diagram begins to strain very quickly. Many things,
including all-important questions like taxation and labor organizing, can be classified as either
“personal” or “economic” freedoms, according to our inclinations or convenience. And the heirs of the
Wobblies might well propose that these axes are spurious: why not chart “freedom for labor” against
“freedom for capital”? For that matter, why not chart “freedom for men” against “freedom for
women”? All those bivalences produce thought-provoking diagrams, and thus undermine the idea that
the Nolan diagram is an exceptionally unique schematic of liberty.
These critiques bring us to the last of our icons, the “AVEN triangle”, often used and referred to
as an icon for asexuality, an honor which its creators have tried to disavow recently. Asexuality may or
may not be a sexual orientation, according to one's taxonomic bias, but there is no question that
asexuality is a social movement. And as a social movement, asexuality is dedicated almost wholly to
asserting that it is indeed a sexual orientation, and as such can claim all the rights, privileges, and
appurtenances of that ontostatus, whatever they might be. As a social movement, too, asexuality is
quite young, dating essentially from 2001. And as happens with young social movements, there are not
entirely clean boundaries between the concept, the movement, the major institution (AVEN), and its
founder (David Jay). This confusion has played out in the history of a very remarkable symbol, the
AVEN triangle:
An earlier, binary version of the triangle was drafted by Jay in
2001. Like the other symbols we are discussing, it was intended to be
simultaneously an icon and an ontology. As an icon, it directly
referenced the pink triangle used by the GLBT groups that Jay was
associated with, which in turn referenced the triangular patches used to
designate male homosexual prisoners during the Holocaust. As a
diagram, the AVEN triangle was construed as an orthogonal extension
of the Kinsey spectrum so as to include asexuality: the Kinsey spectrum
was the top, horizontal line, and asexuality was the blackened lower
corner. This, then, is a very modern form of iconography, which does
not just embed a diagram but critiques another diagram.

The AVEN triangle was an immediate success, spreading beyond AVEN to the wider asexual
community, although—again—this was not a very clear distinction. Within a year, apparently, Jay was
forced to reconsider his symbology. On the one hand, there was the question of the appropriation of
Holocaust imagery. This had been grappled with earlier by American (and British?) lesbians, who had
sporadically used a black triangle icon, though the Nazis never specifically targeted lesbians, and used
the black triangle in a different way. On the other hand, the community of asexuals that Jay had
organized were (and are) absorbed by taxonomic nuances. They suggested that asexuality itself is a
spectrum, not a binary, and that it in fact contains different axes for romantic and sexual attraction, and
that the Kinsey diagram had also been defective in portraying gender as a strict binary.
During the ensuing debates, which were of course very impassioned, a number of writers tried
to revise the history of the AVEN icon to eliminate any reference to GLBT-and-thus-Nazi precursors,
which seemed awkward in a cultural moment that was increasingly sensitive to charges of
appropriation. While it is a matter of record that the symbol was influenced by the pink triangle, it
seems especially noteworthy that all the revisions retained the iconic presentation of a triangle, though
a shift to a square (as in the Nolan Diagram) might have gone a long way towards adding other
diagrammatic axes. The upshot of these debates was (1) to create a triangle that used a gradient rather
than a black-and-white binary, and (2) to create a counter-icon, a four-striped flag. Often these are
combined, with the triangle using the stripes from the flag to denote a gradient.
As in the preceding examples, the same simplicity that makes the AVEN triangle iconically
powerful works against it having any ontological depth. Most immediately, if we interpret the triangle
in Cartesian terms, it would appear to suggest that as people tend towards asexuality, they also tend
towards bisexuality. There is no room here for, say, a stone butch to identify as an asexual lesbian:
there is no south-western or south-eastern quadrant. Again, we might ask what whole categories are
missing. What are the equivalents of the Americas in the globus cruciger, the astronauts of Taggerty's
wheel, the environmentalists of the Nolan diagram? Jay himself noted some of these spectra and
qualifications: male vs.female in several senses; butch vs. femme; romantic vs. sexual attraction; and so
on. BDSM practitioners who identify their experience as a sexual orientation have created still more
spectra, and had their own political dramas around symbology (c.f. the triskelion), complete with their
own Nazi-appropriated symbology. Whatever can be represented by the AVEN triangle as a sexual
schematic, it is surely just as far short of the reality as the globus cruciger is of being a good world
map.
There is a disclaimer on the AVEN website that addresses these limitations, noting that the
triangle is not (or is no longer?) considered to be “a complete model of orientation”. This seems like a
uniquely contemporary problem: most societies have either refused to recognize sexual orientation as a
concept, or else recognized it to be indescribably complex. It is very hard to imagine anyone in
classical Rome or fin-de-siecle Paris worrying about whether or not sexuality had been “completely
modeled” with a sketch of an equilateral triangle.
Meanwhile, asexuality as a social movement has produced an enormous slew of sexual
identifiers: demisexual, greysexual, squish, heterodemiromantic, and so forth, some of which refer to
regions of the triangle. Jay has referred to this as a “open-source taxonomy”, and I would like to
believe that is true. I have my doubts, but they are a subject for another essay.
Overall, I want to suggest that all of these symbols have undercut themselves by being both
icons and diagrams. You cannot simultaneously represent all the complexities of the universe and be a
catchy advertising logo, and I for one would prefer to skip the ad and watch the complexities. To
misquote the great book of the party of the taijiyu, “the Tao that can be captured in a icon is not the
eternal Tao.”

