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The Reality Drift Diagram Language 

A Short System for Visualizing Compression, Drift, and 
Representation 

1. Purpose 

Reality Drift diagrams make invisible transformations visible.  

They show how reality becomes measurement, how measurement becomes a proxy, how proxies are 
optimized, how representations guide decisions, and how weak correction allows systems to drift. 

The goal is to expose the structure beneath the outcome. 

2. Core Visual Character 

The diagrams should feel: 

• hand-drawn rather than engineered  
• explanatory rather than promotional  
• structured without becoming sterile  
• visually simple but conceptually dense  
• contemporary with a slight archival quality  
• readable without requiring specialist knowledge  

The page should resemble a researcher explaining a system by hand, not a corporation presenting a 
finalized process. 

3. Shared Diagram Grammar 

Reality begins rich. 
Reality is usually represented through landscapes, people, scattered details, or irregular forms. 

Representations become cleaner. 
Measurements, categories, models, dashboards, documents, and narratives are shown as increasingly 
ordered forms. 

Loss accumulates through movement. 
Arrows do not merely connect objects. They indicate translation, compression, substitution, delay, 
or institutionalization. 

The endpoint remains functional. 
The final output should often look smooth, legible, authoritative, or complete even when its 
connection to reality has weakened. 
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The gap must be visible. 
Every diagram should show some distance between the source and what eventually acts in its place. 

4. Primary Diagram Structures 

The Stack 
Used when reality passes through successive representational layers. 

Examples: the Representation Stack, Civilization Compression Stack, How Meaning Drifts. 

The Funnel 
Used when complexity is progressively removed and a smaller, more usable output emerges. 

Examples: measurement, classification, compression, optimization, prediction, generation. 

The Sequence 
Used when one uncertain observation becomes progressively cleaner, more authoritative, and more 
consequential. 

Example: observation → summary → review → guideline → policy → outcome. 

The Loop 
Used when decisions act on reality but corrective feedback returns too slowly or weakly. 

Example: reality → measurement → proxy → optimization → representation → decision → 
delayed feedback → drift. 

The Comparison 
Used to show opposing trajectories such as rising legibility and declining fidelity. 

5. Composition Rules 

Use one governing movement per diagram. The reader should immediately understand whether the 
page moves: 

• downward through compression  
• horizontally through time  
• around a feedback loop  
• from messy to clean  
• from source to representation  
• from local uncertainty to institutional certainty  

Titles should state the mechanism or consequence directly. Side annotations should explain what is 
lost, retained, distorted, or substituted. The closing line should compress the argument rather than 
repeat the diagram. 

6. Color and Material 
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Use warm off-white or lightly textured paper. Black linework should carry the structure. Color 
should identify stages or functions, not decorate the page.  

Recurring colors may distinguish reality, measurement, optimization, representation, institutions, and 
drift. Use muted blue, green, amber, orange, purple, and red. Avoid gradients unless they 
communicate directional change. 

Imperfection is part of the language. Lines may vary slightly in thickness. Shapes can remain subtly 
uneven. Text should feel written or drawn rather than typeset into a corporate template. 

7. Text Rules 

Keep labels short. Use plain language before technical language. 

Prefer: We decide what to track. 

Over: Selective variable operationalization occurs. 

Each stage should usually contain: 

• a short name  
• one plain-language explanation  
• an optional statement of what is lost  

Do not fill the page with prose. The diagram must still work when viewed quickly. 

8. What to Avoid 

Avoid polished corporate infographics, perfect vector geometry, glowing technology symbols, 
arbitrary icons, excessive gradients, dense legends, decorative complexity, and diagrams whose steps 
do not represent a real mechanism. 

Do not use funnels merely because compression is being discussed. Do not use loops when nothing 
actually returns. The visual structure must match the system structure. 

Core Rule 

A Reality Drift diagram should make the hidden transformation easier to see without 
making the transformation appear cleaner than it really is. 
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Canonical Example 1: How Systems Lose Contact With Reality 

This diagram shows reality drift as a sequence rather than a sudden failure. Reality is measured, 
converted into proxies, optimized, represented, and used to make decisions. Because corrective 
feedback returns slowly or indirectly, the system can continue functioning while its relationship with 
reality weakens. The horizontal structure makes the mechanism easy to follow, while the return loop 

shows that drift emerges from weakened correction rather than from one isolated mistake. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A. Jacobs | Reality Drift Framework 

Canonical Example 2: The Age of Drift Compression Funnel 

This diagram shows how rich reality is progressively reduced into a smaller and more legible output. 
Measurement, classification, compression, optimization, prediction, and AI generation each remove 
forms of detail that are difficult to preserve or scale. The narrowing funnel makes that loss visible, 
while the clean final output reveals the central tension: the representation becomes easier to use and 
trust at the same time that it becomes less complete. 

 

 

 


