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 If there is a crucial dichotomy in the human sciences, it is that between word and 
image, between representation and presentation, between the discursive and iconic forms 
of the symbolic. However there exists a sizable class of representational tools which 
challenge this binary ordering of the symbolic: Consider writing, tables, graphs, diagrams 
or maps. They arise as a conjunction of language and image. Their smallest common 
denominator arises from the interaction between point, line and plane. Let us call this 
class the “diagrammatic”. “Saying” and “showing” work together in the diagrammatic to 
create an “operative iconicity”. These graphical representations open up a field of both 
aesthetic and epistemic experience. They are not only a medium for the representation of 
objects of knowledge, but also at the same time an instrument through which those very 
objects can be generated and explored. Knowledge is not only represented and dissemi-
nated through the diagrammatic; it is produced and expanded by it. 
 This lecture will describe the role that the diagrammatic plays for thinking and 
understanding, and will ask how it realizes this role. Our assumption is that its cognitive 
function is to allow imperceptible theoretical objects to become visible and tactile. Imag-
ination and thought become so closely tied in the diagrammatic that it allows us to under-
take the perceptual investigation of otherwise imperceptible objects. Our hypothesis is 
that the epistemic function of operative iconicity is grounded in its particular connection 
between spatiality and graphism. 
 
Sybille KRÄMER, Dr., is Full Professor for Philosophy since 1989 at the Institute of 
Philosophy, Freie Universität Berlin. Her research areas are: Mathematics and philosophy 

in 17th century; theory of mind; epistemology; philosophy of language, 
writing, and picture; theory of media; “diagrammatology” including dia-
grammatic reasoning and mapping as a cultural technique. She was Re-
search Fellow of Balliol College, Oxford University in 1988, and perma-
nent fellow of the Wissenschaftskolleg Berlin, 2005–2008.  Member of 
the Scientific Panel of the European Research Council since 2007. 
Member of the Senat and “Hauptausschuss” of the DFG since 2010. 
Senior Fellow at the IFK, Vienna, 2010/11. Senior Fellow at the IKKM, 

Weimar University, 2012/13. Some selected publications: Medien, Computer, Realität: 
Wirklichkeitsvorstellungen und Neue Medien, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 4th ed. 
2009; Medium, Bote, Übertragung: Kleine Metaphysik der Medialität, Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp, 2008; Sprache – Sprechakt – Kommunikation: Sprachtheoretische Po-
sitionen im 20. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 3rd ed. 2006. E-mail: 
sybkram@zedat.fu-berlin.de. 
 


