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The l imits  of  my language mean
the l imits  of  my wor ld .  

~  Ludwig  Wittgenste in

 

Remember  the  phrase  " the  medium

is  the  message " ?  Marsha l l  McLuhan

was  point ing  us  to  look  at  the

medium ,  to  be  aware  of  i t s  power

and  in f luence  in  shaping  the

content  of  our  messages .

 

Medium as  Message
 

This  not ion  of  cons ider ing  the

medium  and  how  (as  wel l  as  how

much )  i t  af fects  the  message  i sn ’ t

new .  Each  new  technology ,  at  l east

s ince  the  Indust r ia l  Age ,  has

undergone  scrut iny  as  an  actor  on

how  people  communicate .

 

But  McLuhan ,  in  the  t ime  of  TV 's

r i se ,  gave  the  idea  a  part icu lar

vocabulary  with  a  pass ion  that  was

persuas ive .  And ,  s ince  we ’ re  aga in

in  the  face  of ,  not  so  much  an

emerg ing  technology  as  the

thorough  in f i l t ra t ion  of  i t ,

McLuhan 's  ideas  are  on  people 's

l ips  -  whether  they  credi t  him  or

not .

 

A  case  in  point  i s  James  Gle ick ’s

s tory  about  Afr ican  ta lk ing  drums

( in  his  2011  book  T h e  I n f o r m a t i o n ) ,

which  i s  a  per fect  i l lus t rat ion  of

McLuhan ’s  medium -as -message

point .  As  Gle ick  expla ins ,  the  drum

captures  the  tone  of  the  l anguage

and  does  so  prec i se ly  because  the

language  i t se l f  i s  r ich  in  tone

(drums  don ' t  work  with  Engl i sh

because  i t 's  l a rge ly  monotone ) .  But

because  the  drum  rep l icates  the

tone  and  not  the  sound ,  each  set  of

tones  can  represent  a  number  of

d i f fe rent  words ,  so  drumming  must

supply  context  in  order  to  make

meaning  c lear .

 

The  drum  i s  the  actor  shaping  the

message ,  but  at  the  same  t ime ,

honing  the  message  sender ,  who

must  deve lop  th i s  descr ipt i ve

abi l i t y  in  order  to  ef fect i ve ly

convey  ideas .  Gle ick  reminds  us

that  the  te legraph  did  the  exact

same  th ing  in  another  t ime  and

place ,  but  where  drummers  were

poets ,  te legraphers  were  our  f i r s t

texters .

 

Language
 

I t 's  in terest ing  and  in  some  way

quaint  to  examine  cases  l i ke  drums

and  te legraph ,  both  of  which  are

most ly  los t  media  today .  But  apply

" the  medium  i s  the  message "  to

something  extant  and  in t r ins ic

l ike ,  say ,  l anguage ,  and  the  whole

exerc i se  takes  on  new  meaning .  

 
I t ’s  a  bi t  of  a  mind  bender ,  but

language  rea l l y  i s  the  f i r s t

technology ,  r ight ?  What  i s  or ig ina l

i s  human  exper ience ,  which  res ides

ins ide  me  and  ins ide  you .  We

deve loped  l anguage  to  express

what  i s  ind iv idua l  and  ins ide ,  to

the  other  and  the  outs ide .

 
Even  when  we ’ re  in  our  own  heads ,

l anguage  runs  l i ke  a  r i ver ,  at  t imes

spray ing  buoyant ly  over  an  idea

and  at  others  eddy ing  around  an

emerg ing  thought .  Writers  toy  and

st ruggle  and  ca jo le  and  muse  over

just  which  words  -  the  uni ts  of

language  -  to  s t r ing  together  to

make  ourse lves  known .  We  humans

re ly  on  l anguage  in  the  same  way

we  re ly  on  the  a i r  we  breathe :

ef for t less ly ,  cont inuous ly ,

unconsc ious ly ,  complete ly .

 

But  i f  there ’s  one  th ing  l a rge -sca le

change  work  has  taught  me  over
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the  years ,  i t ’s  that  l anguage  i s

rea l l y  a  te r r ib le  analog  fo r  human

exper ience .  Get  20  people

together  to  discuss  anyth ing  of

consequence ,  and  you  quick ly

f ind  that  l anguage  i s  so

imprec ise ,  i t ’s  a  wonder  we  ever

connect  at  a l l .  I  spend  much  of

my  t ime ,  espec ia l l y  ear ly  on ,

ask ing  “what  do  you  mean ? ”  to

untangle  the  l ayered  meaning

ins ide  one  head  so  as  to  re late  i t

to  others .  Wars  are  fought  not  so

much  because  we  disagree  but

because  we  misunderstand  each

other .

 
Those  who  use  l anguage  wel l

know  i t ’s  imprec i se ,  and  jus t

because  you  say  a  word ,  doesn ' t

mean  the  other  person  got  your

intent .  Great  communicators  te l l

s tor ies ,  descr ibe  ideas  or  concepts

wi th  metaphors  and  examples ,

us ing  di f fe rent  perspect ives ,

wording ,  and  somet imes  even

language .  And  in  the  context  of

change ,  the  bigger  i t  i s ,  the  more

cr i t ica l  our  use  of  l anguage

becomes .  

 

The  ear ly  ta lk  about  global

warming  i s  a  good  case  in  point .

Bi l l  McKibben ,  in  his  book  E a a r t h ,

descr ibes  how  100  years  ago  a

Swedish  sc ient i s t  proposed  that

LANGUAGE  IS  REALLY  A  TERRIBLE  ANALOG  FOR

HUMAN  EXPERIENCE .

 



MEANINGFUL  MESSAGING

"DESPITE  ITS

IMPRECISION ,

LANGUAGE  IS  OUR

MOST

INDISPENSABLE  AND

POWERFUL  TOOL . "
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coa l  “evaporat ing  in to  the  a i r ”

could  cause  increased

temperatures .

 

Obvious ly ,  he  was  way  out  in  f ront ,

and  no  one  paid  him  any  mind .

Yet ,  i t  s t r ikes  me  that  his  l anguage

was  a  big  part  of  the  problem :

there  were  not  yet  words  to

express  his  message  and  no  one

had  the  fogg iest  idea  what  could

be  meant  by  coa l  evaporat ing  in to

the  a i r ;  i t  must ’ve  sounded  a lmost

myst ica l .

 

A Powerful  Tool  for  Change
 

But  imagine  i f  that  sc ient i s t  had

been  more  sk i l led  in  messag ing…

imagine  i f  he 'd  been  able  to  get

beyond  the  l imi ts  of  his  own

language ,  as  Wittgenste in  says .

 

Where  might  we  be  today ?

 

Despi te  i t s  imprec i s ion ,  l anguage

is  our  most  ind ispensable  and

power fu l  too l  fo r  change .  Using  i t

wel l ,  we  can  insp i re ,  galvan ize ,  and

focus .  Use  i t  badly  and  we ’ re

ignored ,  or  worse ,  taken  fo r

hucksters ,  gadf l ies ,  even  t ra i tors .

 

 

What ’s  invo lved  with  us ing  i t  wel l ?

Honing  ourse lves  as  messengers ,

who  care  deeply  about  what  we

are  t ry ing  to  convey ,  who  not ice

and  make  use  of  the  medium  as

we  cra f t  our  messages ,  and  most

important ly ,  who  approach  each

person  with  humi l i ty  and

cur ios i ty .  

 
And  the  more  agi le  we  are ,  the

more  ef fect i ve  we  wi l l  be  in

shar ing  the  meaning  of  our  human

exper ience  with  others .



About

RRC  advances  v i s ionary  s t rategy  deve lopment

and  then  bui lds  the  requis i te  capac i ty  to

achieve  i t .  Core  capac i ty  areas  inc lude  execut ive

leadersh ip  advancement ,  governance  redes ign ,

I T  so lut ions ,  human  capi ta l  deve lopment ,  and

col laborat i ve  process—a l l  to  enable  success  in

dynamic  and  complex  env i ronments  with  long -

te rm  impact .  

 

Founded  in  1991 ,  RRC  has  served  hundreds  of

c l ients  in  the  government  and  non -

governmenta l  sectors  on  a  broad  range  of  i s sues .

Government  c l ients  inc lude  the  USDA  Forest

Serv ice ,  the  Nat iona l  Park  Serv ice ,  the  Bureau  of

Land  Management ,  and  the  US  Env i ronmenta l

Protect ion  Agency ,  as  wel l  as  col laborat ions

invo lv ing  the  spect rum  of  s takeholder  in terests

on  l and  management  and  bus iness  enterpr i se

i ssues .  

APPROACHING

CHANGE  AS  A  CALL

FOR  ADVANCEMENT

THAT  LEADS  TO

EXTRAORDINARY

OUTCOMES .

ADVANCING INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY TO

BRING ABOUT LARGE-SCALE CHANGE 

Author ,  Rebecca  Reynolds  i s  CEO  and  

Pr inc ipa l  of  RRC ,  a  f i rm  spec ia l i z ing  in

support ing  l a rge -sca le  change  

endeavors .   

 

Reynolds  i s  a  pioneer  in  bui ld ing  

ind iv idua l  and  group  capabi l i t y  to  

achieve  v i s ionary  leadersh ip  and  

s t rategy ,  col laborat i ve ly  deve loped

al ignment  on  innovat ive  so lut ions ,  and

inst i tut iona l  r igor  in  the i r  implementat ion .  

 

Reynolds  acts  as  s t rateg ic  adv iser  to  execut ive

leaders  on  complex  bus iness  and  leadersh ip

chal lenges  across  indust r ies  as  diverse  as  natura l

resources ,  the  ar ts ,  publ ic  pol icy ,  and  I T ,  on  i s sues

invo lv ing  diverse  s takeholders  and  long - te rm

ef fects .  
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