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SCALE JUMPING AS A SEMIOTIC TOOL

Tiziana Migliore                                                                                    DOI: 10.24308/6929340599

University of Urbino Carlo Bo, Italy
tiziana.migliore@uniurb.it

The extending and shifting boundaries in the semiotic domain, which correspond to the political and 
scientific need for extension-integration processes in the social life, very often imply, at a methodological 
level, a real extension in terms of space, by the use of a scale jumping on both the content and expression 
sides. We frequently speak of drought, of rainforest distructions, of arctic and antarctic ice sheet deple-
tion. The common narrative trope of these otherwise disparate discourses is the sounding of their scalar 
spectrum, which allows us to discover more about transformations in the world and their effects. This 
happens even with the nuclear energy, that is “matter without a place” (Van Wyck 2004) and that appears 
to be the radical semiotic condition of ecological threat more generally. In fact the radioactive particle is 
simultaneously local contamination, invisible power source, and millennial-scale waste. An appropriate 
figure for our present, intermedial shuttling between entities at different scales. The slippery status of the 
particle gives it its transitive character, its semiotic capacity to bridge the visible and invisible worlds, and 
its ability to cross scalar thresholds. 

We are interested here in testing the hypothesis that the progressive extension of the domain in se-
miotics benefits from the insights that a twofold vision, from near and from afar, provides us with, for 
producing meaning, in the activities of the identification and the understanding of things (Fabbri 2020). 
Whatever form of expression and content is no longer the same under different scales, but results from 
cognitive frames that are the product of concrete “keying activities” in the social life (Goffman 1974), 
namely of the shifts of scale that occur or that are used to explore these forms. Meaning is not a given in 
itself nor it precedes the analysis, but arises during the observation and the variations of scalar perspec-
tives. Yet the very shifts in perspective expand the possibilities for apprehending and interacting with 
the environments’ features. Scale jumping can be used not only as a phenomenological way to perceive 
the world (remembering that we are in state of flux and nothing is as it seems!), but as a metalinguistic 
tool to describe and discover. Actually, changing sequentially and alternately both the representative and 
productive scales of empirical things helps to explain and better comprehend them. Thus the aim of this 
paper is to present and test the scale jumping as a semiotic tool, which may have the potential to relate 
and monitor different phenomena in space and time. This methodological tool was recently elaborated 
(Migliore & Colas-Blaise 2022a, 2022b). At an epistemological level, it revolves around the awareness of 
the tension between autonomy and heteronomy, around the feel that one cannot determine alone the 
course of events, but that s/he has to “make and match” (Gombrich) with other individuals and higher 
intelligences (Providence, super-organism, State, body politic, natural selection, etc...). 

We will test the efficacy of the scale jumping by examining an Italian case studies in the field of ecolo-
gy. Coming back to the topic of the procedure of analysis (Migliore 2021), we will try to explain how the 
shifting of viewpoints inevitably modifies the first perception that we have of a phenomenon. Their fac-
ets, as in Merleau Ponty’s example of the cube, are not human projections of the world, “a psychological 
circumstance of perception”, but world sides that appear to the gaze once we change our position. What 
gives us an exhaustive idea of the phenomenon is not the search for an objective view, rather the cogni-
tive reconstruction and synthesis of different perspectives, “a nexus of objective correlations” (Merleau 
Ponty 1945, engl. transl.: 235-236). Thus any entity, individual or collective, is already an “ensemble”, 
a composite form, made up of parts and aspects, traversed by flows and forces, held together by ties 
(Fontanille 2021). Semiotic can advantageously integrate in the modus operandi the oscillation between 
viewpoints and the practice of scale jumping. Should the analysis begin from the micro or from the macro 
level? How to find an intermediary level, the “glocal” one? Following Latour’s reflections on the subject, 
is there a “right” pathway that leads from one level to the other (Latour 2015)? And even if we know that 
a structure is more than the sum of its parts, how do individuals relate to the whole and how do some 
macro features end up emerging out of the interactions going on at the micro level?
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1. Semiotics in an ecological approach
The challenge of ecological conversion requires us, before making decisions, to understand how a 
change made on one scale affects others, with even physical reversals. So, for instance, single-use 
face masks and gloves protect people but harm animals and increase plastic pollution. “The flap of a 
butterfly’s wings in Brazil set off a tornado in Texas” (Lorenz 1963). In ecology, small and large scales 
have long been opposed on a paradigmatic axis: those who abhor wind farms or photovoltaic power 
stations point to the use of solar energy to cover buildings. But clearly, it is a question of “viewpoint”, 
that is not only an orientation based on the perspective of a subject, but “an adjustment of the relation-
ship between a source and a target” (Fontanille 1999). What the viewpoint regulates is a correlation 
of intensity or sharpness and extension or distance. Also nanotechnologies and satellite technologies 
have nowadays a radical impact on the modes of representation, as well as on the conceptions of things 
and space. Devices from afar (the home, the city, entire territories, the Earth itself, the Moon, Mars, and 
beyond) and from up close redefine subjectivities and practices in terms of powers of intervention. It 
is surprising to see how much any object changes seen from below or from above, together with our 
microscopic and macroscopic approaches to them, with our proxemic movements of zooming in and 
out. Scale jumping shows from above the shared sense, the relations that structure historical and social 
consciousness about it, and from below one’s own body, the relations that structure meanings from the 
perception of those who explore it. 

1.1. Mediating Scale 

The problem of scale has historically been discussed primarily within the confines of specific disciplinary 
contexts (biology, geography, mathematics…). However it is emerging as a transdisciplinary concern and 
a procedure that professionals and academics are investigating today in architecture, urban planning, 
economics and policy making in order to “regenerate” our environments (Reith, Brajković, eds., 2021). 
Above all, global crises such as pandemics or climate change disturb the human comfort of the mesoscale 
and require us to grapple with the underlying material reality, including molecular as well as plane-
tary processes and the physical universe. Humans have always constructed mediating devices (Migliore 
2011). Instruments such as the telescope or the microscope provided an insight into the scale of reality 
beyond human visual perception, and demonstrated that the invisible makes up a continuum of reali-
ty with the visible (Blumenberg 1973). More current examples of scalar media include the James Webb 
Space Telescope, mediating the spatial and temporal scale of the universe through analysis of infrared 
light, as well as potentially shedding light on the local condition of far-off planets. 

Still the history of media and technologies is a history of evolving modes and scales of perception and 
knowledge (think about the powerful role of photography and cinema). And books such as Gulliver’s 
Travels (1726), Alice in Wonderland (1865) and Powers of Ten (1973), have been discussed as motivating 
thinking about scale. Scholarship has also emphasized the necessity for developing a theory and a vo-
cabulary of scale itself, foregrounding the ongoing negotiations between scalar access and scalar alterity 
(Horton 2020) – we will return to this point – and placing scale at the intersection of a transformation 
of the world and a transformation of ourselves. The central focus is less the human experience of scale 
effects than the nonhuman dynamics and potentials of scale, as a form of mediation. We care about the 
size-domain axis with respect to the cultural works it performs.

1.2. Scalar alterity against pan-humanism

Engaging scalar alterity implies a dismantling of what Zachary Horton calls pan-scalar humanism. It is 
a tradition that tames the alterity of different scales by relativizing it, binding unfamiliar scales to the 
familiar ones of the human. It arose out of an Enlightenment notion of the centrality of the human subject 
that, a priori, frames all trans-calar encounters as either extensions of the human into analogous scales 
(collapsing scala difference) or as the beneficent extension of the human life-world into frontier scales. 
Human thus becomes a scalar technic of assimilation applicable in theory to all scales of reality. Alice 
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in Wonderland satirizes pan-scalar humanism and our anthropocentric attempts to force other beings to 
conform to our rules – rules developed at our native scale. One must be able to shift one’s point of view 
and reverse one’s perspective in order to understand phenomena in a comprehensive manner. One of 
the best known examples of this competence is the famous fragment of Pascal 65-115: “From far away, 
a countryside and a city is a city and a countryside. But as one draws nearer, it turns into houses, trees, 
tiled roofs, foliage, vegetation, ants, the ant’s legs, and on to infinity. The whole thing can be enveloped 
in the word countryside”. This passage brings to mind the French documentary Microcosmos (1996), that 
allows us to peer deeply into the insect world and marvel at creatures we casually condemn to squishing. 
Recently Tim Ingold has rivisited Pascal’s fragment:

From a distance the nest reveals itself as a perfectly formed mound, circular in plan and bell-
shaped in elevation. Observe it closely, however, and it turns out to be seething with movement 
as legions of ants jostle with one another and with the materials they have brought back [...]. 
From the centre antroads fan out in all directions. You have to peer at the ground to see them 
[...]. If you were the size of an ant, the challenges of the passage would be formidable, as what 
to us are mere pebbles, would present precipitous climbs and vertical drops, while tree-roots 
would be mountain ranges (Ingold 2021). 

The aim of this proposition being the elaboration of the scalar alterity as a new semiotic tool, let’s con-
sider first its place in the figurative and plastic semiotics. 

2. The subcategory of scale
Until now semiotics has analysed the broad domain of visible considering topological, eidetic, chro-
matic and textural aspects and taking into account supports and materials. Few studies exist instead 
about the size of forms and generally about format as regards dimensions, volumes, proportions and 
scale. A former theorization of this issue appears in a recent publication edited by Marion Colas Blaise 
and me. Semiotica del formato goes back to the notion of “form” and add to the semiotic toolbox the 
metric categories. In the book’s introduction we emphasise that “format” comes etymologically from 
“form” and indicates at once its size. There are no forms without formats nor formats without forms: 
dimensions are so “naturally” ingrained in the form that the format argument seemed obvious, when 
in fact it is not. Indeed, as any form is produced and put in circulation, it is its size – standard, maxi 
or mini, macroscopic or microscopic by comparison with the reference object – that gains relevance in 
the space affecting the subjects around and instructing proxemic relations. Hence, if a form can exist 
in itself, its format marks instantly its mode of conjunction or disjunction with other actants. Format, 
from this point of view, recalls more properly the English synonym of form, “shape”, which marks 
the external physical and culturalised outline of an object as a configuration endowed with agentivity. 
Above all, macroscopic and microscopic measures are not innocent. They arouse physical impressions 
of superiority and inferiority that in a semisymbolic manner convey hierarchical relations of power. 
Giving an example in the field of cultural materiality, mankind invented souvenirs to control, hold in 
one hand and bring home monuments and the experience of their grandeur (Migliore 2019). Souvenirs 
shrink monuments to contain them, in the double sense of the word, physical and mental.

Now scale is one of the most important subproperties of the format. It involves variations and the 
irruption of the new, with the simultaneous reorganisation for others forms around. Scale shows how 
certain physical states become other physical states by passing from the standard of the people-friendly 
dimensions to the quantitative excesses of the macroscopic and microscopic. Scale concerns not merely 
metamorphoses of individual forms but shifts between milieus implicating grows, depletion, division, 
aggregation. Furthermore, while proportions (and size) are syntagmatic, scale operates on the paradig-
matic axis. It implies the relationship of the whole or a part of the whole with systems of external refer-
ences. Scale is both a stabilizing process by which particular milieus emerge as defined domains of (inter)
action and the differential potentials that arise between such stabilised milieus.
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In both cases what produces difference and thus meaning is not the individual scale, small or big, but 
scalar dynamics themselves: the shifting of viewpoints that calls into play non-isomorphic and “disjunc-
tive” logics to be reckoned with respect to things (Appadurai 1996), apparently contradictory visuals 
that we have to compare each other by taking a “glocal” position (Sedda 2012a, 2012b). Zachary Horton 
distinguishes between the scalar access, i.e. the fact of assuming a scalar axis, and the scalar alterity or 
the speculative conjoining of different scales within a single medium. Beside being a primary form of 
difference, scale, as already stated, is a medium or better a mediation that orient our visions. A recent 
conference organised by the Institute of Communication Studies (ISTC), at the Catholic University of 
Lille, has explored ways of framing the problem of mediating scale. The COVID-19 pandemic proved for 
instance that the biological, chemical, and epidemiological dimensions are indifferent to the narratives 
conjectured by the human vectors of transmission. Contemporary politics invest energy into singulari-
ties without considering the consequences for farther systems on nonvisible scales: the vast ocean, the 
athmosphere, the nano realm. Scale, in the perspective of a scalar thinking, turns therefore an ethical 
ground that binds individuals, groups and territories into interconnected milieus of interdependence and 
responsibility. It allows a series of political tactics to be established for aggregating and disaggregating 
assemblages at an enunciative level.

3. The lens of the scalar alterity. A field analysis
An interesting case study draws attention to the importance of adopting different lenses for designing 
or reading each event and seeing the effects of the metamorphosis they would produce. It concerns the 
controversy raised by environmentalists, during summer 2022, for the twenty-one concerts of the Italian 
singer Jovanotti on some of the most beautiful Italian beaches (Fig. 1).

Jovanotti presents his concerts as public events that unify people under the force of music, also after 
the isolation due to the pandemic. Still some geologists, influencers and environmental activists accuse 
him for the risk to which the natural habitat of numerous living species would submit (Figg. 2-3). 

Figure 1. The Jova Beach Party (Italy, 2022).
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The dispute has already begun in 2019, for the first edition of Jovanotti summer tour. In 2022, to prove 
that the initiative does not endanger any ecosystem and instead respects the environment, the Italian sing-
er forges a partnership with the WWF to “restore the beaches to a better level than that he found” (Fig. 4).

Regrettably, what Jovanotti offers as a noble ecological experiment seems, in the perspective of the 
activists, a greenwashing operation. According to them, it is not enough to clean up the beaches, which 
inevitably get dirty after every exhibition. Flora and fauna of the venues suffer an invasive attack, both 
physical and sonic, due to the arrival of hordes of fans. Environmentalists draw up the list of non-hu-
mans that they pretend to protect: dunes, pioneer plants, birds, turtles and caretta caretta nests, plus the 
fifty to one hundred grams of sand that on average, willy-nilly, that a bather who spends a day at the 
beach takes away. By using the Fontanille model of the viewpoint strategies (Fontanille 1999), we can 

Figure 2-3. The controversy and debate about the sustainability of the Jova Beach Party (Italy, 2022).

Figure 4. Campaign Ri-Party-Amo for the Jova Beach Party (Italy, 2022).

Figure 5. Mario Tozzi replies to Jovanotti. La Stampa, 09/08/2022.
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say that these antagonists assume “elective” and “particularizing” observations in contrast to the “en-
compassing” and “cumulative” ones of the singer. They ascribe such processes to the sphere of the “slow 
violence”, that is “a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that 
is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all” 
(Nixon 2011: 2). The effect of this polarised debate is a phoric reversal of the party’s narrative program: 
the euphoric conjunction of humans thanks to music becomes a disphoric disjunction for other humans 
and non humans and shows to what extent a shift of scale is a shift in terms of value, of priority scale. 
The scale chosen for each topic is an option that is realized despite others that remain virtual or potential. 
To Jovanotti, who labels his environmentalist enemies as “econazis”, the science popularizer Mario Tozzi 
answers that the problem is not in the manifestation itself, but in the impact which are disruptive simply 
by the number of people attending (Fig. 5). One thing is a hundred people, another fifty thousand. Learn-
ing to use a bifocal lens gives us the possibility to recognize more scales of priority, to consider the pros 
and cons for all concerned parties and to intercede for politics in making the right decisions.
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