Prompt: 9. Discuss the roles of language and reason in history.

Language and reason have different but related roles in history. Language is probably the most versatile out of the four ways of knowing. Not only can language be transmitted by mediums such as light and sound, it can also be passed by touch, such as Braille. When written, it has the potential to last through life times and generations, even though it is a one way communication from the past to the present and future. Language can also be used to misinform and influence people’s thoughts. Reason is used by historians to sort out what is true or to answer questions that cannot be found in primary sources. Together with language, it is often found corrupted due to time, because documents probably did not survive, and their reason and thought process might be different than our own.

Language is constantly evolving. Latin’s contributions to our modern day languages are huge. Its descendents include French and Spanish, and they have a major impact on English as well. These languages are three of the six official languages of the United Nations. Thus, they are able export culture and ideas and influence people around the world. They are also able to attract and pull people who do not speak these languages to learn them, because they are considered “cool” and popular. French is viewed as the language of the arts; Spanish is spoken throughout the Americas; many acronyms and computer commands uses English words. When seen in history, the people who spoke them were often depicted as proper and superior to those who do not. Britain, France, and Spain created huge empires and were the superpowers of their day. In the Age of Colonialism, Native Americans were forced to learn European languages. If they did not learn, they were depicted as savages and barbarians that need to be civilized. The following Age of Imperialism was even more extreme, conquests of Africa and Asia made European languages, and their version of history, official and correct, while oppressing indigenous languages and cultures. So although language is a flexible way of knowing, it has the tendency to make people view that one language is better than another. For example, during the Age of Imperialism, when European countries subjugated most of Africa, Europeans suppressed local traditions, cultures, and language. Thus, this eliminated some of the indigenousness culture and assimilated the people into the imperialistic society. Each European empire had its own common language where it is spoken within its boundaries, to make its subjects more loyal and easy to manage.1
A personal example would be the correlation between language and legitimacy in the history of the Communists in China. When the Communists usurped the Nationalist government and had driven them to Taiwan, they began to “simplify” Chinese characters to make them “easier” to learn and faster to write. Over the next 20 years, the simplification process changed the rules from stroke order of characters to elimination of variant forms from writing.2 During that time period, my great grandmother read and wrote in traditional Chinese, but my grandmother learned simplified Chinese; it was very easy for me to distinguish who were the older and younger generation. When the Communists write about their own history, with this new modified language, their history make them seem proper as the new government of China, while Traditional Chinese is seen as relics of the past: corruption, imperialism, oppression. Since the Nationalists, in other words, Taiwan, uses Traditional characters, people in China associate them with the dynastical past, consciously or subconsciously. At the same time, however, people who knows Traditional Chinese are seen as more formal, well educated, and a symbol of the upper class, sometimes mystifying and fantastical. Thus, in titles, awards, ceremonies, and non-government important documents are written in Traditional Chinese, a symbol of legitimacy. Simplified Chinese used in these cases, is on the line of being disrespectful and vulgar, no matter how hard the Communist government tries to promote Simplified Chinese to make it legitimate.

Language is also a medium for exchanging ideas. Music and songs sung in popular languages are more likely to be listened to by people who does not know it, than languages that have less of an appeal; fashion, culture, food, and popular culture associated with them are also seen more of across the world. Countries with a common primary language usually know the same folk tales, arts, culture, and food. They are also able to understand each other’s histories and thinking easier than other people. For example the English Common Law is the bases of our Constitution, Americans and British understand how it works and is able to utilize it to the maximum extent. Seen from a Chinese perspective, however, some of the rights and laws are seen as confusing and loose, since they do not share a common language and beliefs, which makes translations difficult to understand. Language can affect how we view history by making subtle changes in the tone and connotations of words. For example, Japan’s history textbooks are often white washed so that it covers up its crimes and make the atrocities that it had committed not as bad as it is perceived.

Reason has changed greatly from decade to decade, with scientific views and laws dominating the known world. In the past, reason had not been so free to pursuit its own truths, as it was being constrained by religion, culture, and superstition. Science had a very difficult time in Europe when the Catholic Church had a powerful influence. When science had finally awakened from the Dark Ages into the Renaissance, the Church viewed it as a competition and a threat. Scientists had a habit of challenging old views and paradigms, slowly from annoyance to direct defiance to religion. Some of the paradigms that scientists challenged include evolution and astronomy. The theory of evolution came into direct conflict with the belief that God created every species all at once.3 In astronomy, the observations made by the scientists denounced the earth centered universe and sought other explanations instead.4 The Church worried that if people began to believe that science holds the truth and religion did not, the Church’s legitimacy and power will wane and collapse. At the same time, the Catholic Church also faced internal tensions which led to the Reformation. Science finally had some refuge from the strict orthodox of the Church. Thus, the Renaissance from Italy and Southern Europe shifted to northern Europe, where religion interfered less in matters of science and its way of seeking knowledge.5 As religion’s authority waned, science’s logic and reason came to power. Not only did it show its power through European conquests and subjugation of other people, it had also shown the weakness of faith from other groups of people. Thus, science established itself as a legitimate source of knowledge and reason as an influential way of knowing.

Reason also operates in fields other than natural sciences. In history and social science where events or objects need to be proven, logic helps supports them with evidence. When there are two biased primary sources contradict each other, historians would be aware and look at the facts more closely and evaluate the statements made by each source and determine which is closer to the truth. If there are some outlandish claims that people have made in the past, historians will look at why they made them and see what the people of the past have misunderstood or misinterpreted. For example, during the Sino-Vietnamese War in 1979, also known as the Third Indochina War, both Vietnam and China claimed victory over each other; while China have achieved the goal of reducing Vietnam’s military capabilities and checked the power of the Soviet Union, it did not achieve its original goal of stopping Vietnam from intervening in the affairs of Cambodia.6 In this case, Vietnam clearly won the war, despite heavy casualties and price paid by both sides.7 China’s claim to victory also had to do with propaganda at home. When China started the War, their economic reform was delayed. On the political front towards its people, it did not want to appear as a failure to the public. Instead, they declared they won the war and used the reasons above to logically support it.8
Language and reason have a strong role in history. Language influences of what we know and interpret about the past. Although it is one the easiest way to pursue knowledge, it can be easily distorted and be bias. Reason and logic are often hampered by commonly held belief and institutions in power. Language should be questioned of its authenticity, and reason should be double checked.
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