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A Historiographical look at the Life and Times of Howard Zinn
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1In American academia, there are few figures both as influential and as controversial as historian Howard Zinn.  His most widely read book, A People’s History of The United States, has run through five editions, selling more copies each year than the year prior since its initial publication in 1980.  But with success has come an unending array of critics.   Zinn’s work has been condemned by critics as overtly Marxist.  He has been labeled anti-American, and was named by David Horowitz as one of the “most dangerous academics in America.”
  On the other hand, Zinn’s passion has won him many fans and has allowed him to remain relevant over several generations while the works of other revisionists remain largely obscure to the general reading public. The intent of this biography will be to look at Zinn’s major writings, his vision as a historian, his life in academia, and his life as a dissident both within and outside of academia. This paper concludes that it is Zinn’s activism–which is entwined with his academic work so much so that the two cannot be distinguished–that separates him from liberal academics such as Herbert J. Muller and distinguishes him from other revisionist historians such as Walter LaFeber and William Appleman Williams.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Though Zinn’s approach to the writing of history can be traced to the influence of Charles and Mary Beard, to truly understand his approach to history, one must understand how his views came to be.      
Howard Zinn was born on August 24, 1922 in the slums of Brooklyn, New York, to 

immigrants Eddie and Jenny Zinn. Though his father Eddie had worked hard his entire life, he made very little. This led to Howard’s resentment of those who claimed that in America, if you worked hard, you would become rich. In the case of Howard’s father and millions of others, this was a lie which implied that “if you were poor it was because you hadn’t worked hard enough.”  Howard’s mother Jenny was a Russian immigrant with a seventh grade education who was the backbone of the Zinn household. Despite her lack of education, Howard considered his mother to be the “brains of the family” and the “strength” because, despite financial uncertainty, the 

family always had food on the table. But because of this financial uncertainty, much of Howard’s 

childhood was spent moving–staying “one step ahead of the landlord.” The family had no books 

in the house and much of Howard’s time was spent in the streets playing games. But it was on the 

streets where he picked up his first book–Tarzan and the Jewels of Opar. Though half the 

pages were torn out, Howard devoured it and grew to enjoy reading. Despite the family’s poverty, 

Howard’s parents recognized his enjoyment of reading and purchased for him a collection of 

Charles Dickens’ writings through an offer in the New York Post. Dickens’s novels aroused in 

Zinn “an anger at arbitrary power puffed up with wealth and kept in place by law.” Growing up 

in and surrounded by poverty himself, Zinn would empathize with the characters and settings in 

Charles Dickens’ novels, instilling in him a “profound compassion for the poor.”

In his late teenage years, Zinn became politically conscious. Through Communist friends, 

Zinn came across Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto. In addition, books by Upton Sinclair, John 

Steinbeck, and Dalton Trumbo, as well as contemporary works about the rise of fascism in 

Europe were a staple of Zinn’s reading interests. One event, however, so impacted Howard, that 

it moved him from liberal to radical; that event was his first demonstration in Times Square. The 

demonstration, Zinn observed, was “exciting” but also “nonthreatening” as participants kept to 

the sidewalks, did not block traffic, and were “walking in orderly, non-violent lines through 

Times Square.” Then the sirens began blaring. To Zinn’s shock, the police, on foot and mounted, charged the crowd, clubbing and breaking up the lines, leaving Howard astonished and bewildered by the whole scene: “This was America, a country where. . .people could speak, write assemble, demonstrate without fear. . . . We were a democracy.” As he absorbed the scene, Howard was hit on the back of the head and knocked unconscious. When he awoke, the demonstration was over, and Times Square was back to normal, as if the entire event had been a dream. But Howard knew from the painful lump on the side of his head that this was not a dream, but the reality that the Communists on his block were right: the police and the state were not neutral, but on the side of the rich and powerful. “Free speech? Try it and the police will be there with their horses, their guns, to stop you.” From that moment on, Zinn was a radical. No longer did he believe in the “self-correcting character of American democracy.” Something was fundamentally wrong with the country, something more than just the extreme poverty amidst great wealth, more than the reprehensible treatment of black people–“something rotten at the root.” “The situation,” Zinn writes in his memoir, “required not just a new president or new laws, but an uprooting of the old order, the introduction of a new kind of society–cooperative, peaceful, egalitarian.”3

As Zinn became more radicalized, he was also taking jobs to try to help out the family 

financially. In his late teenage years, Howard took a job with the Brooklyn Navy Stockyard building ships that were being used in the war. At a time when Unions were exclusive and young people were not allowed to join, Zinn, along with three other radicals, founded the Young Shipyard Workers Union. Working in the shipyard with the U.S. Navy secured him exemption from military 

service. However, in early 1943, without his parents’ knowledge, a twenty year old Howard 

Zinn enlisted in the Army Air Corps Air Force. As Zinn put it, he was “eager to get into combat 

against the Nazis,” viewing World War II as a “noble crusade against racial superiority, 

militarism, fanatic nationalism, expansionism.” Zinn would go on to graduate from bombing school with the gold bars of a second lieutenant and bombardier’s wings pinned on his chest.  Before departing for Europe, however, Howard married the love of his life, Roslyn; 

together, they would have two children, Myla and Jeff. But before they were even married a 

month, Howard was leaving to fight in World War II–a war both Howard and Roslyn were very 

enthusiastic about at the outset. 
In World War II, Lieutenant Howard Zinn flew a B-17, conducting bombing runs in the European theater. Of his most visible memories of the war, two events stood out to him. One 

was his friendship with an aerial gunner. The gunner made Zinn question and think deeply about 

his views of the allies’ aims, leaving him disillusioned with the Soviet Union after learning of the 

fraud they perpetuated as socialism. But, on the second point, it was Zinn’s participation in a 

bombing run late in the war effort that would ultimately change his views concerning “just war.”

The event took place just three weeks prior to the German surrender in 1945. Zinn’s squad 

bombed the town of Royan, France, occupied by Nazis holding out until the war’s end. Zinn 

recalls it being the first use of “jellied gasoline”–or napalm–dropped from 25,000 feet above, 

“not precisely directed at German installations,” but “dropped in the general vicinity. . .where 

there were also civilians.” By the end of the war, when collecting his awards, he placed them in 

a folder and, without thinking, wrote across it, “never again.” Throughout the coming decades, 

Zinn would struggle to find the balance in his hatred for war with his un-acceptance of total 

pacifism. It would also lead him to complete opposition to the Vietnam War from the start.


After the war, Howard took a number of low end jobs to help keep his family afloat. 
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 However, with his first child born and a second one on the way, and the family still living in a (literally) rat-infested basement apartment, Howard took advantage of the GI bill, entering New York University as a freshman at the age of twenty-seven. The 

GI bill allowed Zinn to move his family to a rat-free, roach-free, low income housing project in 

Manhattan, while also paying for him to attend school. Zinn would go on to graduate with his B.A. in history in 1951. The following year, he attended Columbia University where he completed his Masters in 1952 and Ph.D. in 1958.
  Attracted to labor history, Zinn prepared his Master’s thesis on the Colorado coal strike of 1913-1914 and had originally elected to prepare his doctoral dissertation on the labor leader, “Big Bill” Haywood. But since the Department of Justice had burned Haywood’s papers, the topic was no longer viable. Zinn eventually discovered a “decrepit old building marked ‘municipal archives’” which housed the papers of former New York City Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia. These papers became the basis for his dissertation on LaGuardia, which would go on to win second place in the American Historical Association’s Albert J. Beveridge award. (The prize for which was publication through Cornell University Press.) LaGuardia in Congress was Zinn’s first major academic work; by no accident, however, it was also to be Zinn’s last purely academic work.

While working on his Ph.D., Zinn taught at a number of universities, but by 1956, was 

hired as the Department Chair at a historically black, all female college in Atlanta: Spelman. 

Though well aware of the racial oppression that took place in the South, he did not move to 

Atlanta with the intent of starting a revolution, encouraging youth rebellion against the system of segregation, or even to “do good”–he needed a job, and Spelman was hiring. Thus, in the racially segregated city of Atlanta, Zinn began his career at a college where the fence was built not so 

much to keep intruders from coming in, but to keep students from getting out. Within three 

years of his appointment at Spelman, Zinn would begin to transform his students from a timid 

group who backed away and sat in the “colored” section, to nonviolent acts of civil disobedience 

designed to break down the barriers of social change little by little. An example of this was 

when members of Spelman’s Social Science Club, to which Zinn advised, decided to walk into 

Atlanta’s segregated Carnegie Library and ask for books such as John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty 

and Tom Paine’s Common Sense, as well as requesting the Declaration of Independence, the 

U.S. Constitution, and “other choices designed to make sensitive librarians uneasy.” When they 

were turned down, they would not give up, but return and continue to request books. Eventually, 

with the threat of a law suit, the pressure got to the librarians and the Librarian Board ended the 

policy of racial segregation. Though a small act, it was one of many acts of defiance that would 

eventually lead to the movement to end segregation.

Zinn’s encouragement for disobedience and social change continued throughout his 

tenure at Spelman. He was arrested in early 1959 for “disorderly conduct”–that is, he was giving 

a ride home to a student who incidentally was black. A year later, Zinn and that same 

student would help organize massive sit-ins across downtown Atlanta cafeterias leading to the 

arrests of over seventy-seven, including fourteen students from Spelman. Protests, boycotts, and 

demonstrations were now a fundamental part of life for the girls at Spelman College. Many 

deplored this, insisting that the girls were missing classes and, thus, hurting their education. Not 

surprisingly, however, Zinn had a different view. According to Zinn, “these students were 

furthering their education in a way more than could be matched in a dozen political science classes.” Throughout his time at Spelman, Zinn’s apartment was not so much a home by normal standards, but a workshop where students would come to plan out their next moves. Zinn would 

help plan and participate in sit-ins, boycotts, and mass arrests, little by little, breaking down the 

barriers of segregation throughout Atlanta and proving that, “What seemed fixed could change, 

what had seemed immovable could move.” As Zinn would find out, that also applied to his 

tenure.

In the Spring of 1963, the defiance of the Spelman girls was seen by the President of 

Spelman as a direct result of Zinn’s influence. Throughout his years at Spelman, Zinn had 

encouraged his students to speak their minds about what troubled them on campus. Over the 

years, Zinn’s students criticized their campus in the school newspaper and wrote petitions to the 

administration challenging Spelman’s traditional “productive past” because it did not prepare “. . 

.today’s woman to assume the responsibilities of today’s rapidly changing world. . . .” Zinn 

himself had written in The Nation in 1960 about the changing role of Spelman students from 

“young ladies” to women who could be found “on the picket line, or in jail.” The article was 

resented by Spelman College President Albert Manley. It all came to a head that Spring when 

Howard attended a Social Science Club meeting; the agenda for that night: “on liberty at 

Spelman.” The meeting was attended by students, faculty, and administrators (with the notable 

absence of President Manley). A packed room listened as students voiced their concerns over 

the indignities they had experienced at Spelman. At a faculty conference meeting shortly 

thereafter, Zinn asked to play a tape recording of the Social Science Club meeting so that faculty 

and administration could gain a sense of the students’ grievances. President Manley refused. 

After the faculty meeting Zinn approached Manley with the intent of easing a growing tension 

between the two. It was to no avail. By the end of the semester, Zinn would receive a letter from the Office of the President informing him that “the college does not intend to renew your employment. . . .” Enclosed was a check for $7,000–or one years pay. In a shocking turn of 

events, Zinn, his contract assuredly terminated wrongfully, was now out of a job with $7,000 to 

show for it.  With a “year to write,” Zinn would work on two books, both published after his firing from Spelman.  Zinn’s second book, The Southern Mystique, based on his experiences in the South, was Howard’s attempt to demystify the South and show how real change is made in history.  Zinn would spend the summer of 1964 in Mississippi, working with the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).  Out of his efforts as an adult advisor to SNCC, came his third book, SNCC: The New Abolitionists, about the efforts of SNCC in the South to end segregation. By the Fall, Zinn had moved north to Boston where he did postdoctoral work on East Asia at Harvard University under the tutelage of John Fairbank.

After being fired from Spelman, Zinn quipped in his memoir, “Being fired has all the advantages of dying without its supreme disadvantage. People say extra-nice things about 

you, and you get to hear them.”
  Despite the outpouring of sympathy for Zinn, he was moving 

on, having accepted an offer from Boston University (BU) to teach Political Science. Though he 

was a trained Historian, to Howard it did not matter: 

“They invited me to join the political science department. They 

apparently didn’t care that I was really a historian, but I didn’t care 

really what department I was in, ‘cause I knew I was going to teach 

the way I was going to teach anyway. I always believed in playing 

a kind of guerilla warfare with administration. No matter what the 

title of the course, no matter what the description in the catalog was, 

I would teach what I wanted to teach.”


Despite having lost his previous job, essentially having alienated the administration at Spelman, at BU, Zinn showed what one police arrest record would later call his “failure to quit.” Almost from the beginning Zinn was causing controversy. At a reception for new faculty members, Zinn was talking to a new faculty member from the philosophy department. When Zinn was asked by the philosopher what his political philosophy was, he was a bit baffled, but responded, “I guess 

I’m an anarchist.”
  It was 1965, and while Zinn’s new contract offered him tenure after one 

year, he did not receive it. A “secretarial error,” he was told. Meanwhile, the war in Vietnam 

had escalated after the dubious Gulf of Tonkin incident. As the war escalated so too did Zinn’s 

activism. Zinn was holding teach-ins, attending rallies and demonstrations, and wrote an article 

for The Nation arguing for withdrawal. In one advertisement that appeared in The New York 

Times, Zinn was listed as the Co-Chairman of an organization called, “The Ad Hoc Faculty 

Committee for Federal Protection in Alabama.” The ad demanded in bold writing that President 

Johnson send a federal force into Selma to “protect the lives and constitutional liberties of all 

Americans.” The ad was cosigned by a number of academics from various north east institutions 

and departments.
  By early 1967, BU decided to vote on Zinn’s tenure. On the one hand, a 

number of Professors opposed granting Zinn tenure calling his activism “embarrassing to the 

department.” On the other hand, Zinn received excellent marks from student evaluations and 

was publishing his fifth book that Spring. On the day the trustee’s were voting for Zinn’s tenure, 

he had been invited by students to speak against the Vietnam War in a protest against the 

trustee’s annual meeting and, particularly, their honored guest for the evening, Secretary of State 

Dean Rusk (one of the strategists of the Vietnam War). Zinn agreed, but not with absolute 

courage, hoping instead that he would be one of many speakers, thus, blending in. 

Instead, when Zinn arrived, he found out he was to be the only speaker the group had for the 

evening. As the limo’s pulled up, one-by-one, guests arrived and took in the spectacle. A few 

days later, Zinn would receive a letter from the President of the University. Recalling his experience at Spelman, he expected the worse. Instead, Zinn found out that the trustee’s had granted him tenure in the afternoon, just hours before his antiwar talk to the demonstrators. As 

Zinn summed it up, “. . .[T]he trustee’s had voted me tenure in the afternoon, then arrived in the 

evening. . .to find their newly tenured faculty member denouncing their honored guest.”
  

In the Spring of 1967 Zinn took his antiwar stance further. Expanding upon his article in 

The Nation, Zinn wrote his fifth book, Vietnam: The Logic of Withdrawal, dedicating it to the 

people of Vietnam. The book was well ahead of its time, arguing for the U.S. withdrawal of 

troops from Vietnam long before it became popular in public, and certainly well before Nixon 

and Kissinger caught on. According to Noam Chomsky, Zinn’s book “opened the doors for 

others” by “formulating the words clearly and [giving] a sound argument for them. . . .”

Ultimately, The Logic of Withdrawal must be viewed as the tip of the iceberg concerning the 

anti-Vietnam War movement. At the beginning of 1967, at the time The Logic of Withdrawal 

was published, the antiwar movement was small. But, within a year, the majority of Americans 

became opposed to the war, with Zinn’s book going through eight editions. 

Zinn begins his case for withdrawal by presenting a clear set of absurd and obscene facts: 

for instance, the Pentagon paid an average of $34 to Vietnamese families in condolence money 

for every relative killed accidentally in a U.S. air strike, while at the same time, the U.S. Air 

Force paid $87 for each rubber tree accidentally destroyed.
  Zinn also provides different 

perspectives of the war, giving the reader a “view from afar”–the view of the Japanese people, 

the vast of whom were opposed to the war in Vietnam, drawing from their recent experiences as 

aggressive imperialists in World War II.
  Zinn also gives us the perspective of “the Negro,” drawing from his own first hand experiences in the South and his work with SNCC, to discuss the oppression of blacks and the paradox of why so many, while delighted with Johnson’s Great Society program, were disgusted with the Johnson administration’s rank hypocrisy of bringing freedom to the Vietnamese people, as blacks in the South continued to suffer from violence and poverty.
  In addition to these view points, Zinn gives us the view of history, arguing that Vietnam is a war of empire and demonstrating the disconnect between freedom at home and freedom for others abroad.
  Zinn uses the next three chapters to debunk the major arguments for the U.S. presence in Vietnam, demonstrating through example after example, how the U.S. was not in Vietnam to “defend” against Communist infiltration, but was committing extreme violence to put down a revolutionary movement. Furthermore, Zinn refutes the governments arguments for “staying the course” in Vietnam, showing that the war is not “fundamentally due to ‘aggression from the North.’” Regarding the Domino Theory and the Munich analogy, Zinn shows the U.S. to be, in George Keenan’s words, “the victim of its own propaganda.”
  Zinn concludes Vietnam with a memorable chapter that was reprinted in several places. “A Speech For LBJ,” was a fictitious speech Zinn wrote up for Lyndon Johnson to deliver to bring an end to the war in Vietnam. The speech had Johnson declaring an end to the Vietnam War based on the, “. . .fundamental American belief that human life is sacred, that peace is precious, and that true power does not consist in the brute force of guns and bombs, but in the economic well being of people.”  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Channeling LBJ, Zinn concludes the fictitious speech with Johnson declaring, “My fellow Americans, good night and sleep well. We are no longer at war with Vietnam.”
  
Vietnam: The Logic of Withdrawal was Zinn’s most widely reviewed book at that time.  It received a number of very positive reviews, including a very positive review from The New 
York Times. But, much like the Vietnam War, reviews were divisive. One particularly derisive 

review came from the Times Literary Supplement, where it was suggested that Zinn’s experience 

as a bombardier “gave him an interest in history, but, as his book shows, little talent for it.” To 

further the ad hominem attack on Zinn and his book, the reviewer noted, “There is not much 

logic in The Logic of Withdrawal.” Regardless, of what the Times Literary Supplement thought 

of Zinn and his work, the book elicited a number of positive responses from U.S. Senators and 

many of Zinn’s students.
  

1968 proved to be a tumultuous year, not just for the United States, but for Zinn as an 

antiwar activist. In early 1968, he was asked by revolutionary pacifist David Dellinger to be part 

of a peace delegation to Vietnam alongside antiwar activist Father Daniel Berrigan. They stayed 

a week in Hanoi, then returned to the States bringing back three prisoners of war.
  That year 

Zinn also published his sixth book, Disobedience and Democracy: Nine Fallacies on Law and 

Order. The short book was a response to Supreme Court Justice Abe Fortas’s book Concerning 

Dissent and Civil Disobedience which justified Fortas’s position on prosecuting one David 

O’Brien who claimed that burning his draft card was an act of free speech. Zinn’s book was 

dedicated to an individual he had never met: Peter Irons, an inmate at the Federal Correctional 

Institute at Danbury Prison, Connecticut, serving three years for refusing induction into the military in 1963.
  Disobedience and Democracy sold over 70,000 copies and is considered by some to be a very important work of Zinn’s due to its contribution to the antiwar movement.
  


With opposition to the Vietnam War mounting, Howard made notable appearances at the professional conferences for both the American Political Science Association (APSA) and the American Historical Association (AHA).  At the APSA meeting in September 1969, Zinn delivered a paper entitled “Vacating the Premises in Vietnam.”  His appearance was part of a debate about the U.S. role in Vietnam.
   Three months later, Zinn joined his former Spelman colleague Staughton Lynd as part of the “radical caucus” at the annual conference of the AHA to pass a resolution condemning the Vietnam War.  As news that a resolution opposing the U.S. war in Vietnam spread, the normally dry business meeting, usually only attended by a few hundred, was packed with over 2,000 in attendance.  Compared with the resolution against the war in Iraq presented in Atlanta at the 2007 AHA convention, as Lynd himself noted, the 1969 resolution was more demanding.  In no uncertain terms, the resolution, introduced by Zinn, demanded not just a withdrawal of all troops from Vietnam, but an end to the harassment of the black panther party and a release of all political prisoners (such as the Chicago eight).  To no surprise, the resolution was hotly debated.  Many members, while opposed to the war in Vietnam, did not want to commit the profession as a whole to adopt a view of the war believing this would “politicize” the profession.  In light of this, an alternative resolution was introduced with softer language.
 
Though the second resolution left out any mention of the Black Panthers or other “political prisoners,” as Zinn recalled it at a talk at Reeds College thirty years later, in essence, the resolution said historians should oppose the war, “because the money that’s going for the war could otherwise be used to advance the profession of history.”
  The toned down resolution met opposition on several grounds.  Some argued that not voting for it would signal that they supported the Vietnam War, when their opposition was to the politicizing of the profession; therefore, voting against it would “violate the ethics of historians. . . .”  Others argued for the inclusion of the Panthers in the resolution, because “repression abroad is no more important than repression at home.”  As arguments flung back and forth, one Richard Wade put forth the proposal that the resolution be mailed out and voted on by the entire body of the AHA, due to the deep divisions the debate had showed.  That motion was defeated by a show of hands.
  Finally, a vote took place in the early morning hours of December 29, 1969.  First was the alternative resolution: it was narrowly defeated, 611 – 647.  Finally, came the resolution put forth by Howard Zinn and the radical caucus.  That motion too, was defeated, only by a much wider margin, 493 to 822.  The radical caucus would suffer another defeat at the convention when Staughton Lynd, the alternative candidate for president of the association, was defeated by a standing vote of 1,040 to 396, in favor of Yale Historian, Robert Palmer.
    
Throughout the two days, Zinn had been to the microphone to speak on several occasions.  But at one point, when Zinn went to the microphone to speak once again, the East Asian Historian John Fairbank, Zinn’s mentor at Harvard, feeling Zinn had spoken his share, took it upon himself to stop Zinn.  Fairbank put his hand on Zinn’s shoulder, whispered in his ear, and “pulled the mike. . .with the genial ferocity of Teddy Roosevelt. . . .”  It was Staughton Lynd’s most visible memory of the entire conference, as he was just ten feet away when Fairbank grabbed the mike.  In a letter exchange between Fairbank and Zinn in the AHA’s newsletter, Fairbank would justify his actions, noting that “Speaking is a privilege more than a right.  If a right, it would have to be pro-rated, and you had already spoken more than your pro-rated share.”  Regarding the resolution, Fairbank believed it would have passed had Zinn presented it at an “ad hoc meeting” and not at the official business meeting, thus, politicizing the issue or, “getting AHA officially to take a position on a public policy issue of concern to us all as citizens but not of concern primarily to us as historians.”   Zinn would later compare the brief struggle for the mike to the Spanish-American War, considering himself Spain, the mike, Cuba, and Fairbank analogous to the United States.  Though Zinn disagreed with Fairbank’s “unilateral decision” that Zinn had spoken too much, Zinn was much more concerned over the role of historians in taking a stand as a profession.
  In essence, the debates at the 1969 AHA convention, and the exchange of letters between Fairbank and Zinn, would foreshadow Howard’s next major work blending activism with academia: The Politics of History.
The Politics of History was Zinn’s vision and philosophy as a new left historian. From the preface alone, one gets the sense that, like much of his previous work, The Politics of History is as much a work of activism as it is a work of history. The two underlying questions of Zinn’s book combine the world of the scholar and activist perfectly:

“. . .[I]n a world where children are still not safe from starvation or 

bombs, should not the historian thrust himself and his writing into history, 

on behalf of goals in which he deeply believes? Are we historians not 

humans first, and scholars because of that?”

The Politics of History is divided into three sections: approaches, essays, and theory. 

Sections one and three are concerned with the writing of history, whereas section two is Zinn’s 

attempt to demonstrate his theories through historical essays. Though Zinn is considered to be a 

“revisionist” historian, his ideas presented in this volume go beyond revisionism. For example, 

the classicist Victor Davis Hanson–an open critic of Howard Zinn–was critical of his peers for 

publishing too many papers and disliked doctoral dissertations. In the opening pages of The 

Politics of History, Zinn attacks the profession for its multitude of books and papers. But while 

Davis saw this as a drain on studying Greek knowledge, Zinn saw this as a drain on fighting against injustice: “We publish while others perish.”
  John Lewis Gaddis, a post revisionist historian, and a favorite of the Bush administration, would also appear to be anathema to Zinn’s radicalism. However, concerning history as a science, the two hold very similar views. In his book The Landscape of History, Gaddis emphasized scientific inquiry in examining historical problems.
  In The Politics of History Zinn too emphasized scientific inquiry, but stressed that being scientific did not mean that we had to be neutral. Science accepted long ago that its core value was to save life: “. . .[A] physiologist would be astonished if someone suggested that he starts from a neutral position as regards life or death, health or sickness.”
  To summarize, Zinn’s intent in the first section of Politics is to establish his views of how history should be taught: emotionally if need be, but never objectively, if by “objective” history is to remain neutral. In fact, the historian cannot choose to be neutral: “he writes on a moving train.”


In the second section, Zinn attempts to demonstrate his “radical” theories using historical 

examples to get the reader to question how history is viewed. For example, in his essay on the 

Ludlow Massacre, Zinn shows that, reading it narrowly, it can be viewed as an “‘interesting’ 

event of the past,” and, therefore, we interpret it as a single event in labor history. On the other 

hand, we can view it as “a commentary on a larger question–the relationship of government to 

corporate power and of both to movements of social protest. . . .”
  Zinn uses this lens of viewing the past as guide to the present to look at a number of other events, dealing with familiar themes of LaGuardia, the New Deal, abolitionism, Hiroshima and Royan, as well as Vietnam.
The final section of Zinn’s Politics sees him once again return to the historian’s craft 

dealing with theory and praxis. In this section of Politics, Zinn deals with meaning in historical 

writing. Through examples of people and groups who believed in a history which was not free, 

but inevitable, such as the ancient Greeks and Karl Marx, Zinn demonstrates that the meaning of 

a writer “will be found not just in what he intends to say, or what he literally says, but in the 

effect of his writing on living beings.”
  Zinn expands on this throughout this section on essays 

dealing with freedom and responsibility, historians, philosophers, and causation. Throughout 

this section, Zinn repeats several ideas, expanding on views presented in the first section, 

arguing that the academic historian and philosopher have forgotten the humanistic aims of 

history. Zinn saw that history as an artform was useful if we were only concerned with telling a 

story, likewise, as a science, if we start from the supposition that “knowledge is useful for the 

sake of knowledge” and knowledge is all that we seek. But Zinn believes we need to move 

beyond this. History, in Zinn’s view, should aim to serve the present. The historian cannot be 

indifferent to human welfare. For the historian can be liberating, reminding us of new 

possibilities when the present seems “an irrevocable fact of nature.” Or, like the academic 

historian, one can write “dead history,” that is, history with no social aims or nothing to help us 

in the present; the kind of history that is written for “lucre and profession,” and not “for the 

benefit and use of men.”

The Politics of History went on to receive mostly positive reviews, including a very positive review in The New York Times which suggested Zinn made “a very strong case. . .against the antiquarianism of the academy” but also noted that “the argument will seem obvious to some, outrageous to others.” The only section of the book the Times reviewer surprisingly disliked was Zinn’s essays in section two which the reviewer called “weak” and suggested that, “These arguments have been made before. And Better.” A review in the Annals of the American Academy, however, was mixed in its assessment, praising Politics for being “forcefully written,” particularly pleased with the essays in section two (in contrast with the Times).  However, the review also noted that Zinn “brushes aside too readily the problems of harnessing social activism to the realization of those values.”  The review concluded that what Politics amounts to is “essentially a passionate appeal to ultimate values. . . .”  The Politics of History, however, remains one of Zinn’s most vital works, and is crucial to understanding Zinn’s views on history and the historical profession.

Throughout the 1970s, Zinn would continue to publish books on contemporary U.S. 

history, as well as editing a series of essays on both The Pentagon Papers and a collection 

entitled, Justice In Everyday Life: The Way It Really Works. Zinn also continued his acts of civil 

disobedience in protest of the Vietnam War, leading to his arrest six times. In addition, Zinn 

made his way into The New York Times after angering parents by denouncing the Vietnam War at a Queens University commencement address in 1970.
 Despite publishing successes, life at Boston University was not easy for Zinn. Without tenure, Zinn’s position would have been 

eliminated after the arrival of one John Silber. Whereas Zinn was an antiwar activist, Silber was 

bringing the Marines on campus to recruit. Whereas Zinn distrusted authority, Silber felt the 

students of BU “must be taught respect for law.” What infuriated Silber the most was Zinn’s 

public criticism of him in places like the New York Review of Books and the CBS news show, Sixty Minutes.
 In Who Killed Homer, John Heath and Victor Davis Hanson attacked 

professional historians for not teaching lower division course work and for allowing research 

professors to teach while inexperienced teaching assistants graded papers. This, they concluded, 

was “no way to inspire students.”
  Obviously, Hanson and Heath did not have Howard Zinn in 

mind as a role model to emulate, but at BU, Howard was often teaching an introductory course on 

“Law and Justice” with enrollment exceeding 400 students. However, President Silber would 

attempt to take revenge by denying pay raises and refusing to grant Zinn a teaching assistant 

unless he would cut his class of 400 down to seventy. Seemingly, this would fly in the face of 

logic. However, Silber was concerned about Zinn spreading his ideas and inspiring unruly 

students to defy authority. At one point, Silber even accused Zinn of arson in a textbook case of 

libel. Silber eventually was forced to retract the statement and apologize to Zinn.
  For the 

faculty at BU, the Silber years remained a nightmare until he was removed from power in 2006.

In 1980, Zinn published his landmark book. A People’s History of the United States
turned the teaching of U.S. History upside down. Instead of the traditional view of history told 

from great men, Zinn flipped the story to tell it from the vantage of the oppressed and those who 

resisted their government’s call to war. Thus, Zinn does not emphasize Christopher Columbus’s navigational fortitude, but his cruel and senseless treatment of the population he encountered.  The American Revolution–contrary to Gordon Wood’s view–is not so radical, so much as it was 

a class war, where the poor had to be cajoled into fighting. The Mexican War is not seen as 

“manifest destiny,” but from the standpoint of the deserting troops of Scott’s army; the Civil 

War, as seen by the New York Irish, who rioted to protest the drafting of troops and the ability of 

the rich to pay to be deferred; World War I from the standpoint of socialists; World War II from 

the standpoint of pacifists; and so on, “to the limited extent that anyone person, however he or 

she strains, can ‘see’ history from the standpoint of others.”
  A People’s History of the United States would go on to sell over one million copies and is now in its sixth edition. Its influence 

has spawned an entire genre that looks at “people’s history”–be this during the American 

Revolution, the Civil War, the Supreme Court, or even Rome.
  A People’s History has also 

become a staple of pop-culture, having been referenced in movies like Good Will Hunting and 

the HBO tv series The Sopranos. In addition, both Fox and HBO have toyed with the idea of 

making a miniseries out of the book, co-produced by Matt Damon, Ben Affleck, Chris Moore, 

and Howard Zinn.
  A People’s History was also later released in two volumes, with the 

twentieth century version available on CD narrated by Matt Damon. Furthermore, A People’s 

History would accomplish a rare feat in publishing, selling more copies every year than the year prior since publication.
  Because of its clear prose and engaging style, Zinn’s book has been used in college and high school classrooms the country over. However, like much of Zinn’s 

previous work, A People’s History elicited strong reactions.
In The New York Times book review, Eric Foner, a progressive historian from Columbia, praised Zinn’s book calling it “required reading.” Though he mentioned several faults with the 

book, overall, Foner concluded, “open minded readers will benefit from Professor Zinn’s 

account, and historians may well view it as a step towards a coherent new version of American 

History.” A People’s History also received a glamorous review in TESOL Quarterly where one 

reviewer called it “powerful and straightforward.”
  Despite these glowing reviews, the book has 

been attacked from the left and right. In Dissent Magazine, Michael Kazin called Zinn’s “big book,” “unworthy” of its “fame and influence,” since it fails to ask the biggest question a leftist historian can ask: “Why have most Americans accepted the legitimacy of the capitalist republic in which they live?”
  On the other end of the political spectrum, Harvard Historian Oscar Handlin 

trashed both Zinn and A People’s History. According to Handlin, Zinn was “a stranger to evidence,” his book was “deranged,” a “fairy tale,” “patched together from secondary sources, many used uncritically.”  Finally, Handlin concluded, Zinn himself was “anti-American.”
  
To be sure, A People’s History is not a flawless book. There are “serious omissions,” as Howard admitted with regard to his scant coverage of the Chicago demonstrations of 1968 and the march on the Pentagon the prior October.
  However, in lieu of all the unique stories of war protesters that he does cover throughout American History, these omissions, serious as they are, are not enough to take away from the overall body of the work. As for Kazin’s “reconsideration” of A People’s History, Zinn responded in Dissent noting that there were “other books” which dealt with ideas such as religion and it was not his intent to write a comprehensive history of the United States or to deal with subjects that had been written about elsewhere.  As for not answering the question as to why Americans accepted “the legitimacy of the capitalist republic in which they live,” Zinn responded that the matter had long engaged the intellectual left, but he was not writing to “participate in that kind of theoretical discussion,” but, instead, to “present material which would move my readers in certain directions.”  Though Kazin noted Zinn’s history as “cynical” and “fatalistic,” judging from the letters he had received and the overall response from people inspired by the book and “motivated to become active,” Zinn found these charges to be just the opposite.  “In any case,” Zinn concluded, “those who read my book can judge for themselves.”
  Regarding Handlin’s accusations, Zinn noted that it would not be surprising to see that a supporter of Nixon and someone who had trashed William Appleman Williams’ Contours of American History would dislike his book. Zinn thought Handlin’s logic was that “humanity consists of states; Zinn does not speak well of states; therefore, Zinn hates humanity.” But, as Zinn explains, he does speak well of people’s movements which is what most of A People’s History covers.
  It is this fundamental point in which most critiques of Zinn’s work seemed to miss: A People’s History is not a standard textbook and does not try to be. The book was designed to provide counter to the traditional narrative; to give a voice to those who were traditionally left out. When viewed under this lens, Zinn’s book comes across as refreshing and quite useful in assessing how ordinary people impact U.S. History.  Despite the critiques, A People’s History has probably inspired more people to become activists and had a greater impact on the social conscious of a generation than any history book ever written.
Though Zinn retired from teaching at Boston University in 1988, he has remained active, both as an author and as a political activist. Throughout the Nineties, Zinn would continue to publish books including his 1994 memoir, You Can’t Be Neutral On A Moving Train. He was an ardent opponent of the first Gulf War and the subsequent sanctions on Iraq. When President Clinton was impeached, he wrote an article outlining “ten real reasons” to impeach Clinton. He was a backer of Ralph Nader in 2000, speaking at the Nader Super Rally in Boston.  After the 9/11 attacks, Zinn was outspoken in his opposition to terrorism–which he perceived war to be the ultimate act thereof.
  In 2002, South End Press reissued seven classic books by Howard Zinn under the guise of the “Radical Sixties” series.
   Zinn remains a firm opponent of the current war in Iraq and has supported movements calling for the impeachment of President Bush.  Just as he was angering parents by denouncing the Vietnam War, so too has seen the wrath of parents, indignant that Zinn was allowed to speak to their children concerning the Iraq War.
  In addition to his ever expanding body of work, Zinn has also been the subject of his own documentary, You Can’t Be Neutral On A Moving Train, borrowing the title from his 1994 memoir.  On top of countless talks and interviews, many of which have been published or can be found in audio/visual form on YouTube or peer-to-peer networks, Zinn has also be an ardent playwright.  
Of the two plays that Zinn has published since his retirement from BU, Marx In Soho: A Play on History, has garnered the most success, having been performed in theaters across the United States.  The play brings us Karl Marx, returning to the twentieth century, but, do to bureaucratic mix up, has returned not to Soho, London, but Soho, New York. Throughout Marx in Soho, Zinn tells us the story of Karl Marx, with Marx as our guide, commenting on his life, his family, and his clashes with anarchist thinkers.  But just like President Johnson’s fictitious speech in The Logic of Withdrawal, the Karl Marx we find in Marx in Soho is a blend of Marx and Zinn.  No where is this more telling than in Marx’s concluding speech at the end of the play: “Pretend you have boils.  Pretend sitting on your ass gives you enormous pain, so you must move, [you] must act.”
  Indeed, it is a hallmark of Zinn’s life that he has been such an inspirational figure, motivating others to make a difference in the world.  As Noam Chomsky put it, “‘Inspiring’ is not a word I would use very freely, but he has really been an inspiring figure, in his work, in his life.”


The success of Howard Zinn might seem puzzling at first. He is not an orthodox 

historian, and, though his writings appear at every major bookstore in the country, he does not 

write mainstream history. Zinn’s style and approach puts him in contrast to other major writers of American history such as David McCullough. Whereas McCullough is known as the “great narrator” and has written about great men and their wars, Zinn stands in contrast, writing about opposition movements and, much of the time, allowing the people to speak for themselves. Zinn’s love of reading, carried over from childhood, shines through in his writings. The pages of his People’s History are filled with quotes from literature and poetry. Though he has been criticized for writing overtly Marxist history, Zinn’s history is not entirely Marxist. At various times, Zinn is a Marxist, at others, he writes as a socialist, still, in his memoir, we find Zinn the anarchist, inspired by Henry David Thoreau’s acts of civil disobedience. Perhaps then we might summarize his body of work as just that: civil disobedience. As a Marxist historian, he refuses to believe in the firm laws of Marxism, believing in the power of people to change and shape the events that surround them. As a professional historian, Zinn has refused to write for a select audience of scholars, instead focusing on writing history, not to stay in the past, but to shape the future.  Perhaps part of his success can be attributed to these reasons.  But one cannot forget the important role played by his wife Roslyn.  Roz has always been Howard’s first editor.  When the task of writing A People’s History became too daunting, too overwhelming, and Zinn wanted to quit, it was Roselyn who pressured him and motivated him to finish it.  At other times, when Howard was less courageous in his activism, it was not out of fear of going to jail, but the longing to be home with Roslyn and his family.  Her inspiration has led Howard to dedicate several of his books to her.  

Finally, Zinn remains an opponent of what he calls “bad history”: that is, history that 
suggests, “Columbus was a hero, and Teddy Roosevelt is a hero, and Andrew Jackson is a 

hero . . . they [presidents/generals/industrialists etc.] are the ones who made America great, and 

America has always done good things in the world. . . .”  On the contrary, “if people knew some 

history. . .they would know how many times presidents have announced to the nation, we must 

go to war for this or for that reason.”
  Clearly, Zinn sees history as an empowering tool–a tool 

which one might use for, in Chomsky’s famous phrase, “intellectual self-defense” against 

government; a tool which one could possibly use to change the world.  In contrast, In Defense of 

History, Richard J. Evans suggested that if one wanted to change the world, history was the 

wrong profession.
  However, always the eternal optimist, Zinn thought differently:
“. . .[I]f you want to shape the future, you can do it whether you are a historian or a businessman or politician or just about anything, because whatever field you are in you can be useless in shaping history or useful, but in any of those fields, a knowledge of history would be important in helping to understand the present moment, intrude into it, and shape the future.”

Thus, it is Zinn’s lesson to us all, that no matter who we are, no matter how terrible the 

present may seem, we can learn from our history; that we, as historians, should not be stuck in 

the past, but contributing to the present and shaping the future, one person at a time.
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