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War, Howard Zinn, and Me





by Davis D. Joyce


Some of my earliest memories of “historical events” are of war, specifically World War II.  I was born in the summer of 1940.  I think I remember the death of FDR.  Neither “president” nor “death” means much to a 4-year-old, but it seems to me I remember everybody being really upset and sad.  I’m even more confident that I remember the end of the war–though mostly what I remember is personalizing it to “Alright, my uncles D. W. and Harvey are coming home!”  Uncle D. W. was one of my favorites, but he was on “clean-up squads” in Europe at the end of the war, and spent the rest of his life in and out of veterans’ hospitals with “nervous breakdowns.”  Wars do that kind of thing to people, don’t they?  I should also mention that World War II deeply impacted my life far too early for me to remember–just a few months after I was born in western Arkansas, the government came in and bought out all the family farms in the area to turn it into Fort Chaffee.  Wars do that kind of thing to people, too, don’t they?


Perhaps you can see already that this is not a “traditional scholarly paper.”  But then I assumed when I submitted my proposal that this would not be a traditional scholarly history conference, either, among other reasons because of the focus and distinct point of view suggested by the title (“U. S. Empire”?!), the words “and Activists” included in the sub-title, and the group sponsoring it, Historians Against the War.  Instead, what I attempt here is a personal essay dealing with myself in relation to war–both war in general, and specifically World War II, Vietnam, and Iraq--and the influence Howard Zinn has had on me in this area.


One thing further about World War II.  I’ve been reading A Strong West Wind, a memoir by Gail Caldwell.  She writes “Our dads were heroes–all of them were heroes, it seemed–and it was our tender burden to be the little soldiers who made it all worthwhile.”
  Even though my 

Dad was not a war hero–flat feet, if I remember correctly, kept him from enlisting, and I always felt he regretted he had been unable to serve like his brothers–I can identify with what Caldwell writes.  It seems, looking back on it now, that I grew up assuming that the only thing to do when your country went to war was support it.  It’s not that I thought not supporting it was unpatriotic or something, it’s just that other options never occurred to me, were not a part of my experience.


Fast forward through the Korean War.  Sorry, but I was in about the 4th-5th-6th grades during those years, and I honestly don’t remember the war penetrating my consciousness at that time!


But broader historical events, including the civil rights movement, certainly had penetrated my consciousness by 1963, when I enrolled in the Ph. D. program in history at the University of Oklahoma.  My undergraduate years had been spent at Eastern New Mexico University, where, for the first time in my life, I sat side by side in classrooms with African Americans, Native Americans, and Hispanic Americans.  It was all a revelation for a boy from Greenwood, Arkansas, where there were no Black students, I heard the n-word a lot, etc.  At Oklahoma, I was involved in several demonstrations over the next three years–to support national events like the Selma march, to integrate some local facilities that were still running behind, that kind of thing.  One of my good friends in those days, a good friend still, was one of the first African Americans to receive a Ph. D. from the University of Oklahoma.  I think it was during those years that I first heard of the work of Howard Zinn, specifically his books related to the South and the civil rights movement, The Southern Mystique and SNCC: The New Abolitionists, both published in 1964.


I know that the first book of Zinn’s that I read was Vietnam: The Logic of Withdrawal.  It came out in 1967, by which time I was a young Assistant Professor of History at the University of Tulsa.  What can I say?  It was a revelation for me!  Oh, I had, of course, as a serious student of history, learned by that time that there had been people who spoke out against all the wars in our history.  And I had already begun to doubt that what we were doing in Vietnam made sense, and I had certainly begun to doubt that our government was telling us the truth about it.  But I’ve mentioned my background, so it should not surprise you when I say that I felt kind of guilty for having those kind of doubts.  Zinn’s book helped me get over that–and more.  


There’s no need for me to summarize the entire book here.  Suffice it to say that Zinn made the case in powerful and unique ways that what we needed to do in Vietnam was to get the heck out!  He looked at the war from a Japanese perspective first.  He talked about traveling there and finding the Japanese people “virtually unanimous in their belief that United States policy in Vietnam was not just a bit awry, but profoundly wrong.”  Some, he reported, were even willing to say “You are behaving in Asia as we once did.”  


After that, Zinn turned to illuminating “A View from Within: The Negro.”  Noting that African Americans had largely supported World War II because of its strong element of antiracism, he then insisted that it was fundamentally different in Vietnam: “The foe is not an Anglo-Saxon racist but a mass of poor, dark-skinned peasants who resemble in many aspects of their lives the Negroes of the American rural South.”  The charge most often flung at the Johnson administration by blacks in connection with Vietnam was summed up in a single word: hypocrisy.  (Some of you might recall the title of a movie about the extensive yet problematic involvement of blacks in Vietnam: “No Vietnamese Ever Called Me Nigger.”) 


Next, Zinn turned to a chapter entitled “The View from History: What Nation Can Be Trusted?”  Not surprisingly, his fundamental answer was none.  The United States, he concluded, “must be included as a nation which, like the others, will use any means to gain its ends.”  Even more powerfully–realize that, when reading all this, I’m a young assistant professor of history who has not been introduced to this approach to history!–he concluded that whereas in World War II the bombing deaths of civilians resulted from “terrible mistake[s] in judgment,” “In Vietnam, . . . the bombing and shelling of civilians constitutes the war.”  


The last chapter of Vietnam: The Logic of Withdrawal was entitled “A Speech for LBJ.”  It was brilliant.  But it is not unfair to suggest that it is also a perfect illustration of just how far from mainstream historical writing Zinn was, in terms of both methodology and what he has Johnson say, which was essentially all the arguments we have summarized here, and the conclusion: “My fellow Americans [That certainly sounds like LBJ, doesn’t it?!], good night and sleep well.  We are no longer at war in Vietnam.”
   


One group of people was so impressed by Zinn’s book that they secured permission from Beacon Press, the publisher, to run the imaginary LBJ speech as an ad in the New York Times.  And I was so impressed that I began a short time thereafter to speak out against the war myself.  To do so in Tulsa, Oklahoma, was quite unpopular at that time.  The University of Tulsa has a Presbyterian background and is deeply connected to/supported by oil wealth, Tulsa itself has sometimes been called the Buckle of the Bible Belt (think Oral Roberts, among others), and Oklahoma has not even voted Democratic in a Presidential election since 1964 and is one of the reddest of the red states in today’s terminology.  But I felt comfortable with what I was doing–even though I paid a price for it, both professionally (I was denied a promotion I clearly deserved on a strictly professional basis in about 1973) and personally (I remember friends uninviting me to dinner on one occasion after reading about an anti-war speech I had given in the local press, and on one sad occasion my sister actually blamed my radical political activity for some health problems our parents were having).  Thanks in large part to Howard Zinn, I had reached the point of believing that history and common sense supported the anti-war position, and that believing that, it was not only okay but a moral imperative for me to speak out.  I remember giving an “anti-inaugural address” the day Nixon took over in 1973, which I ended with the upraised fist and the words “Power to the People!”


I was influenced by not just the anti-Vietnam War movement, but by all the major movements of the 60s.  Zinn helped again.  The next book of his that I read was The Politics of History, published in 1970.  Again, revelation is not too strong a word.  Just look at the title, and think of the largely traditional education I had experienced.  History is political?!  I mentioned the other movements of the 60s, by which I mean the civil rights movement, the movement for women’s equality, and the environmental movement.  Over the next few years, I was influenced by/involved in all those movements.  And, a la Zinn, developed courses that dealt with each of those subjects, refusing to compartmentalize the professional and the personal.  I taught many times a course on American Radical Thought, which included pacifism, non-violence, and specific anti-war movements.  I taught with a colleague the first African American history course ever offered at the University of Tulsa.  I taught courses on Women in American History.  And I taught American Environmental History, in which I tried to trace the relationship between humans and their environment here in the United States, including our use and abuse of natural resources and our belated efforts to clean up our environment and preserve some of our natural beauty.  I always presented the Native American approach to the natural environment as an alternative model.  And, since I’ve already shown I’m not hesitant to reveal embarrassing things in order to make a point: I remember wearing a tie-dyed t-shirt that among other things responded to the right’s “America–Love It or Leave It” slogan by saying “Earth–Love It or Leave It!”


Howard Zinn, then, not only helped me develop my anti-war beliefs and practices, he also, more broadly, influenced my approach to history.  Objectivity is a myth, neither possible nor desirable.  Look out most of all for those who claim to be completely objective.  To the extent they succeed, they do a history which helps to prop up the status quo–and what could possibly be more political than that?!  Instead, we should be as open and honest and up front about our biases as possible, and then proceed to write the very best history we can, being true, of course, to the sources, but also being true to the present and its concerns.  The past for the past’s sake?  The past doesn’t have a sake; it is past.  We study the past to learn about the present--and to influence the future.  And hopefully by doing history this way we contribute in some small way to the on-going struggle for peace and justice.


Zinn’s most famous work, of course, his magnum opus, so to speak, is A People’s History of the United States, originally published in 1980.  It has gone through several editions since then, and has sold well over a million copies.  I don’t have time to say much about it here, and probably don’t need to.  Suffice it to say that it looks at our history from the standpoint of the dispossessed.  It is, as the famous phrase from the 60s goes, history “from the bottom up.”  It is also history from the outside in, for Zinn’s heros and heroines tend to be those who fought for peace and justice and equality–those, in short, who took seriously the words of the Declaration of Independence and led movements to try to turn those ideals into reality for all Americans.  I have been so influenced by that approach to history that it not only describes my methods for the rest of my career in my U. S. history courses, I have also tried to apply it to Oklahoma history, in my courses, and in two collections of “alternative views” of Oklahoma history which emphasize women, minorities, common people, and radicals who worked to improve the quality of the lives of all the people.


But I need to move to the current “war on terror,” and specifically Iraq.  I knew from the beginning, the morning of 9/11 as I sat watching in shock the events of that terrible day unfold, that I could not support a war-like response.  That view was reenforced when I dealt with the events in my classes that day, and one young man clearly thought the proper response was to start killing “A-rabs.”  But I also needed to turn to Howard Zinn to help me clarify/refine/support my views.  Once again, he did not let me down.


When I approached Zinn to ask him if he would cooperate with me in my research on a book on his life and writings--by granting me interviews and access to his papers, and by responding to e-mail queries–he said “. . . . of course I’ll cooperate.  Otherwise, I will appear in your book not only as a radical but as a surly one.”  I’ve never run into anyone, even among those who differ with Zinn, who consider him surly.  He cooperated fully.  And when I contacted him as part of my preparation for this presentation, he emphasized two things: The Zinn Reader, which was published in 1997 so that I had already had the opportunity to use it in the research for my book, published in 2003; and A Power Governments Cannot Suppress, published in 2007 and Zinn’s newest (so far as I know–even in his mid-80s, it’s hard to keep up with him!), which I was aware of but had not yet had the opportunity to read.  I have read it now, and it speaks powerfully to some of the issues I am trying to address here.  First, the title: “a power governments cannot suppress,” it occurs to me, is close to the heart of his work.  Clearly, Zinn believes, and so, most of the time, do I, that we the people do indeed have the power, a power governments cannot suppress, and that we have used it and must continue to use it to move things slowly along the road toward justice and peace.


Pardon me for stringing together some brief quotes from A Power Governments Cannot Suppress–Zinn has always spoken best for himself.  As far as I know, his first published response to the events of 9/11 appeared in the September 28, 2001, issue of the Chronicle of Higher Education.  The essay shows Zinn calling passionately and eloquently for “Compassion, Not Vengeance.”  The images on television, he said, were indeed “heart-breaking,” but “then our political leaders came on television, and I was horrified and sickened again.”  For they spoke of retaliation, vengeance, punishment, war.  “And I thought: They have learned nothing, absolutely nothing, from the history of the 20th century. . . .  We need to think about the resentment all over the world felt by people who have been the victims of American military action. . . .  We need to decide that we will not go to war, whatever reason is conjured up by the politicians, because war in our time is always indiscriminate, a war against innocents, a war against children.  War is terrorism, magnified a hundred times.”  Zinn concluded: “Our security can only come by using our national wealth, not for guns, planes, and bombs, but for the health and welfare of our people, and for people suffering in other countries.  Our first thoughts should be not of vengeance, but of compassion, not of violence, but of healing.”


In the first chapter of A Power Governments Cannot Suppress, Zinn speaks more broadly of the contribution history can make.  “America’s future is linked to how we understand our past,” he begins.  “For this reason, writing about history, for me, is never a neutral act.  By writing, I hope to awaken a great consciousness of racial injustice, sexual bias, class inequality, and national hubris. . . .  I write in order to illustrate the creative power of people struggling for a better world.  People, when organized, have enormous power, more than any government. . . .  History can tell how often governments have lied to us, how they have ordered whole populations to be massacred, how they deny the existence of the poor, how they have led us to our current historical moment–the ‘Long War,’ the war without end. . . .  We live in a beautiful country.  But people who have no respect for human life, freedom, or justice have taken it over.  It is now up to all of us to take it back.”


One of the accusations I sometimes run into in my part of the country when I express my anti-war views is that I am being “unpatriotic.”  Zinn helps me understand patriotism as well.  “If patriotism means supporting your government’s policies without question, then we are on our way to a totalitarian state. . . . [T]rue patriotism [on the other hand] lies in supporting the values the country is supposed to cherish: equality, life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness.  When our government compromises, undermines, or attacks those values, it is being unpatriotic.”
  Nationalism often goes hand in hand with patriotism.  “Is not nationalism [asks Zinn–defined as] --that devotion to a flag, an anthem, a boundary, so fierce it engenders mass murder–one of the great evils of our time, along with racism and religious hatred?”
 


Just one of Zinn’s concerns in relation to the current “war on terror” is the “war” on our civil liberties.  “The question is, whether Americans will at some point begin to understand that the ‘war on terror’ has also become a war against the liberties of Americans, and will demand that these liberties be restored.  Without the right to speak freely, to dissent, we cannot evaluate what the government is doing, and so we may be swept into foreign policy adventures with no oppositional voices and later lament our silence.”


Though he had earlier been hesitant to call himself a pacifist, because it seemed too “absolute,” Zinn writes here, in an essay entitled “The Enemy Is War,” that “We must recognize that we cannot depend on the governments of the world to abolish war, therefore, we, the people of the world, must take up the challenge.”  Zinn believes “there is one crucial fact which gives us enormous power: the governments of the world cannot wage war without the participation of the people.”  The conclusion of that essay is this: “The abolition of war has become not only desirable but necessary if the planet is to be saved.  It is an idea whose time has come.”
 


A central theme of Zinn’s work that has always impressed me is his optimism.  The final chapter of A Power Governments Cannot Suppress reminds us again of his brand of optimism; it is called “The Optimism of Uncertainty.”  “I am totally confident not that the world will get better, but that we should not give up the game before all the cards have been played.” “I try hard to match my friends in their pessimism about the world (is it just my friends?),” he writes, “but I keep encountering people, who in spite of all the evidence of terrible things happening everywhere, give me hope.”  Looking at history also gives him hope.  An optimist, he insists, “isn’t necessarily a blithe, slightly sappy whistler in the dark of our time.  To be hopeful in bad times is not being foolishly romantic.  It is based on the fact that human history is a history not only of competition and cruelty but also of compassion, sacrifice, courage, kindness.”  Besides, “The future is an infinite succession of presents, and to live now as we think human beings should live, in defiance of all that is bad around us, is itself a marvelous victory.”


Just one more quote: “Education can, and should, be dangerous to the existing social structure.”
  But enough with the quotations already!  Let me use those words of Zinn to lead into a few concluding thoughts of my own.  This quote is from my book on Zinn:

[Zinn] has played, for virtually his entire adult life, the role that radicals have always played historically.  They are always out there–outside the mainstream, redefining the mainstream–raising the hard questions, pulling the rest of society along, sometimes kicking and screaming.  The abolitionists of the 1830s and the women’s rights advocates of the 1840s are just the two most obvious examples from American history.  Even those who do not define themselves as radical, by very definition the majority of any given group of people, can usually be brought to acknowledge the important role radicals play, the changes they help bring about from which all people eventually benefit.  It can even be argued, without doing violence to the definition of any of the terms, that Zinn is a radical/patriot/historian.  For radical suggests getting to the root of something; and patriot means of our fathers, thus suggesting getting back to the basic principles, for example, the Declaration of Independence, upon which this country was founded; and history has as one of its root words, historia, to inquire–no limits, to inquire!  Zinn’s inquiry has left us a legacy that respects all people, that insists all people are a part of history, not just the presidents and kings and queens and generals and the rich.  If his focus has often been on the common people, and even more on those who have worked to bring about fundamental change, that is simply because those people were for so long excluded from history (or ridiculed when included).


I entitled my study of Zinn’s life and writings Howard Zinn: A Radical American Vision.  That sub-title seems relevant here:  


[Zinn’s work] is radical because it seeks to bring about fundamental change in the political, social, economic order, to get to the roots.



It is American because it is firmly grounded in the ideals on which the United 

States of America was founded, the ideals of the Declaration of Independence, such ideals as life and liberty and the pursuit of happiness and equality and self-determination that are so self-evident and inherent that no government has the right to take them away; much of Zinn’s version of American history is the story of a continuing effort, still by no means complete, to live up to those ideals in reality.  When David Barsamian asked Zinn a question about “left values,” the first thing he thought of was socialism.  Left values, he insisted, were egalitarian values.  “If I had to say what is at the center of left values, it’s the idea that everyone has a fundamental right to the necessary things of life and the good things of life, that there should be no disproportions in the world.”  But Zinn also thought of the Declaration of Independence.  “The principles of the Declaration of Independence–even though it was not written by a leftist–Thomas Jefferson, a leftist?–the idea that everybody has an equal right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, to me is a remarkable statement of left values.”


Finally, it is a vision because indeed it is not yet a reality but a hope.  But visions do not become reality through mere hope.  Much work is required.  Howard Zinn has done his share.


Now, let us do our share!  In short, what have I learned from Howard Zinn, my study of history, and my experience that is relevant for our current situation, for this seemingly endless war, for this conference?  Just this: We live in a world in which war is never the best solution to a problem.  And to say that–in general, and now about what we are doing in Iraq in particular–is deeply moral, even patriotic.
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