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“Nationalism is a set of beliefs taught to
each generation in which the Motherland
or the Fatherland is an object of
veneration and becomes a burning cause
for which one becomes willing
to kill the children of other Motherlands
or Fatherlands”
Howard Zinn (1922 – 2010)
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Howard Zinn:
The historian who
made history
A Tribute By Dave Zirin

H

oward Zinn, my hero, teacher, and friend died of a heart
attack on Wednesday, January 27, at the age of 87. With
his death, we lose a man who did nothing less than rewrite the narrative of the
United States. We lose a historian who
also made history.
Anyone who believes that the United
States is immune to radical politics never
attended a lecture by Howard Zinn. The
rooms would be packed to the rafters, as
entire families, black, white and brown,
would arrive to hear their own history
made humorous as well as heroic. “What
matters is not who’s sitting in the White
House. What matters is who’s sitting in!”
he would say with a mischievous grin.
After this casual suggestion of civil disobedience, the crowd would burst into
laughter and applause.
Only Howard could pull that off because he was entirely authentic. When
he spoke against poverty it was from
the perspective of someone who had to
work in the shipyards during the Great
Depression. When he spoke against war,
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it was from the perspective of someone
who flew as a bombardier during World
War II, and was forever changed by the
experience. When he spoke against racism it was from the perspective of someone who taught at Spelman College during the civil rights movement and was
arrested sitting in with his students.
And of course, when he spoke about
history, it was from the perspective of
having written A People’s History of the
United States, a book that has sold more
than two million copies and changed
the lives of countless people. Count me
among them. When I was 17 and picked
up a dog-eared copy of Zinn’s book, I
thought history was about learning that
the Magna Carta was signed in 1215. I
couldn’t tell you what the Magna Carta
was, but I knew it was signed in 1215.
Howard took this history of great men
in powdered wigs and turned it on its
pompous head.
In Howard’s book, the central actors
were the runaway slaves, the labor radicals, the masses and the misfits. It was
history writ by Robin Hood, speaking to
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a desire so many share: to actually make
history instead of being history’s victim.
His book came alive in December with
the debut of The People Speak on the
History Channel as actors, musicians,
and poets, brought Zinn’s book alive.
Howard was asked once whether his
praise of dissent and protest was divisive.
He answered beautifully: “Yes, dissent
and protest are divisive, but in a good
way, because they represent accurately
the real divisions in society. Those divisions exist – the rich, the poor – whether
there is dissent or not, but when there is
no dissent, there is no change. The dissent has the possibility not of ending the
division in society, but of changing the
reality of the division. Changing the balance of power on behalf of the poor and
the oppressed.”
Words like this made Howard my hero.
I never thought we would also become
friends. But through our mutual cohort,
Anthony Arnove, Howard read my sports
writing and then gave his blessing to a
book project we called A People’s History
of Sports in the United States.
We also did a series of meetings together where I would interview Howard on
stage. Even at 87, he still had his sharp wit,
strong voice, and matinee-idol white hair.
But his body had become frail. Despite
this physical weakness, Howard would
stay and sign hundreds of books until his
hand would shake with the effort.
At our event in Madison, Wisconsin,
Howard issued a challenge to the audience. He said, “Our job as citizens is to
honestly assess what Obama is doing.
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Not measured just against Bush, because
against Bush, everybody looks good. But
look honestly at what Obama’s doing and
act as engaged and vigorous citizens.”
He also had no fear to express his political convictions loudly and proudly. I
asked him about the prospects today for
radical politics and he said,
“Let’s talk about socialism. … I think
it’s very important to bring back the idea
of socialism into the national discussion
to where it was at the turn of the [last]
century before the Soviet Union gave it
a bad name. Socialism had a good name
in this country. Socialism had Eugene
Debs. It had Clarence Darrow. It had
Mother Jones. It had Emma Goldman.
It had several million people reading socialist newspapers around the country…
Socialism basically said, hey, let’s have a
kinder, gentler society. Let’s share things.
Let’s have an economic system that produces things not because they’re profitable for some corporation, but produces
things that people need. People should
not be retreating from the word socialism because you have to go beyond capitalism.”
Howard Zinn taught millions of us a
simple lesson: Agitate. Agitate. Agitate.
But never lose your sense of humor in the
process. It’s a beautiful legacy and however much it hurts to lose him, we should
strive to build on Howard’s work and go
out and make some history.		
CT
Dave Zirin is the sports correspondent
for the Nation magazine. Reach him at
edgeofsports@gmail.com
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no government
can suppress

The Introduction to Voices of a People’s History
of the Unted States
By Howard Zinn

R

eaders of my book A People’s
History of the United States
almost always point to the
wealth of quoted material in
it – the words of fugitive slaves, Native
Americans, farmers and factory workers, dissenters and dissidents of all kinds.
These readers are struck, I must reluctantly admit, more by the words of the
people I quote than by my own running
commentary on the history of the nation.
I can’t say I blame them. Any historian would have difficulty matching the
eloquence of the Native American leader
Powhatan, pleading with the white settler
in the year 1607: “Why will you take by
force what you may have quietly by love?”
Or the black scientist Benjamin Banneker, writing to Thomas Jefferson: “I apprehend you will readily embrace every
opportunity, to eradicate that train of absurd and false ideas and opinions which
so generally prevails with respect to us,
and that your Sentiments are concurrent with mine, which are that one universal Father hath given being to us all,
and that he hath not only made us all of

Voices of a
people’s history of
the unted states
Howard Zinn
& Anthony Arnove
Seven Stories
Press, $22.95

one flesh, but that he hath also without
partiality afforded us all the Same Sensations and [endowed] us all with the same
faculties.”
Or Sarah Grimké, a white Southern
woman and abolitionist, writing: “I ask
no favors formy sex…. All I ask of our
brethren, is that they will take their feet
from off our necks, and permit us to
stand upright on that ground which God
designed us to occupy.”
Or Henry David Thoreau, protesting
the Mexican War, writing on civil disobedience: “A common and natural result
of an undue respect for law is, that you
may see a file of soldiers, colonel, captain,
corporal, privates, powder-monkeys, and
all, marching in admirable order over
hill and dale to the wars, against their
wills, ay, against their common sense and
consciences, which makes it very steep
marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the heart.”
Or Jermain Wesley Loguen, escaped
slave, speaking in Syracuse on the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850: “I received my
freedom from Heaven and with it came
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the command to defend my title to it. …
I don’t respect this law – I don’t fear it – I
won’t obey it! It outlaws me, and I outlaw it.”
Or the populist orator Mary Elizabeth
Lease of Kansas: “Wall Street owns the
country. It is no longer a government of
the people, by the people, and for the
people, but a government of Wall Street,
by Wall Street, and for Wall Street.”
Or Emma Goldman, speaking to the
jury at her trial for opposing World War
I: “Verily poor as we are in democracy,
how can we give of it to the world? …[A]
democracy conceived in the military servitude of the masses, in their economic
enslavement, and nurtured in their tears
and blood, is not democracy at all.”
Or Mississippi sharecropper Fannie
Lou Hamer, testifying in 1964 about the
dangers to blacks who tried to register
to vote: “[T]he plantation owner came,
and said, ‘Fannie Lou … If you don’t go
down and withdraw your registration,
you will have to leave … because we are
not ready for that in Mississippi.’ And I
addressed him and told him and said, ‘I
didn’t try to register for you. I tried to
register for myself.’”
Or the young black people in McComb,
Mississippi, who, learning of a classmate
killed in Vietnam, distributed a leaflet:
“No Mississippi Negroes should be fighting in Vietnam for the White Man’s freedom, until all the Negro People are free
in Mississippi.”
Or the poet Adrienne Rich, writing in
the 1970s: “I know of no woman – virgin, mother, lesbian, married, celibate
– whether she earns her keep as a housewife, a cocktail waitress, or a scanner of
brain waves – for whom the body is not a
fundamental problem: its clouded meanings, its fertility, its desire, its so-called
frigidity, its bloody speech, its silences, its
6 ColdType | March 2010
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changes and mutilations, its rapes and
ripenings.”
Or Alex Molnar, whose twenty-oneyear-old son was a marine in the Persian
Gulf, writing an angry letter to the first
President Bush: “Where were you, Mr.
President, when Iraq was killing its own
people with poison gas? … I intend to
support my son and his fellow soldiers
by doing everything I can to oppose any
offensive American military action in the
Persian Gulf.”
What is common to all these voices is
that they have mostly been shut out of
the orthodox histories, the major media,
the standard textbooks, the controlled
culture. The result of having our history
dominated by presidents and generals
and other “important” people is to create
a passive citizenry, not knowing its own
powers, always waiting for some savior
on high – God or the next president – to
bring peace and justice.
History, looked at under the surface,
in the streets and on the farms, in GI
barracks and trailer camps, in factories
and offices, tells a different story. Whenever injustices have been remedied, wars
halted, women and blacks and Native
Americans given their due, it has been
because “unimportant” people spoke up,
organized, protested, and brought democracy alive.
•••
When I decided, in the late 1970s, to write
A People’s History of the United States, I
had been teaching history for twenty
years. Half of that time I was involved in
the civil rights movement in the South,
when I was teaching at Spelman College, a black women’s college in Atlanta,
Georgia. And then there were ten years
of activity against the war in Vietnam.

1922-2010
Those experiences were not a recipe for
neutrality in the teaching and writing of
history.
But my partisanship was undoubtedly
shaped even earlier, by my upbringing in
a family of working-class immigrants in
New York, by my three years as a shipyard worker, starting at the age of eighteen, and then by my experience as an air
force bombardier inWorld War II, flying out of England and bombing targets
in various parts of Europe, including the
Atlantic coast of France.
After the war I went to college under
the GI Bill of Rights. That was a piece of
wartime legislation that enabled millions
of veterans to go to college without paying any tuition, and so allowed the sons
of working-class families who ordinarily
would never be able to afford it to get a
college education.
I received my doctorate in history at
Columbia University, but my own experience made me aware that the history I
learned in the university omitted crucial
elements in the history of the country.
From the start of my teaching and writing, I had no illusions about “objectivity,”
if that meant avoiding a point of view.
I knew that a historian (or a journalist,
or anyone telling a story) was forced to
choose, froman infinite number of facts,
what to present, what to omit. And that
decision inevitably would reflect, whether consciously or not, the interests of the
historian.
There is an insistence, among certain
educators and politicians in the United
States, that students must learn facts. I
am reminded of the character in Charles
Dickens’s book Hard Times, Gradgrind,
who admonishes a younger teacher:
“Now, what I want is, Facts. Teach these
boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts
alone are wanted in life.”
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But there is no such thing as a pure
fact, innocent of interpretation. Behind
every fact presented to the world – by a
teacher, a writer, anyone – is a judgment.
The judgment that has been made is that
this fact is important, and that other
facts are not important and so they are
omitted from the presentation.
There were themes of profound importance to me that I found missing in
the orthodox histories that dominated
American culture. The consequence of
these omissions has been not simply
to give a distorted view of the past but,
more importantly, to mislead us all about
the present.
For instance, there is the issue of class.
The dominant culture in the United
States – in education, among politicians,
in the media – pretends that we live in a
classless society, with one common interest. The Preamble to the United States
Constitution, which declares that “we
the people” wrote this document, is a
great deception. The Constitution was
written in 1787 by fifty-five rich white
men – slave owners, bondholders, merchants – who established a strong central government that would serve their
class interests.
That use of government for class purposes, to serve the needs of the wealthy
and powerful, has continued throughout
American history, down to the present
day. It is disguised by language that suggests all of us, rich and poor and middle
class, have a common interest.
Thus, the state of the nation is described in universal terms. When the
president declares happily that “our
economy is sound,” he will not acknowledge that it is not sound for forty or fifty million people who are struggling to
survive, although it may be moderately
sound for many in the middle class, and
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extremely sound for the richest 1 percent
of the nation who own 40 percent of the
nation’s wealth.
Class interest has always been obscured behind an all-encompassing veil
called “the national interest.” My own
war experience, and the history of all
those military interventions in which the
United States was engaged, made me
skeptical when I heard people in high
political office invoke “the national interest” or “national security” to justify their
policies. It was with such justifications
that Harry Truman initiated a “police action” in Korea that killed several million
people, that Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon carried out a war in Southeast Asia in which perhaps three million
people died, that Ronald Reagan invaded
Grenada, that the elder Bush attacked
Panama and then Iraq, and that Bill Clinton bombed Iraq again and again.
The claim made in spring of 2003 by
the new Bush that invading and bombing Iraq was in the national interest was
particularly absurd, and could only be accepted by people in the United States because of a blanket of lies spread across the
country by the government and the major
organs of public information – lies about
“weapons of mass destruction,” lies about
Iraq’s connections with Al Qaeda.
When I decided to write A People’s
History of the United States, I decided I
wanted to tell the story of the nation’s
wars not through the eyes of the generals and the political leaders but from the
viewpoints of the working-class youngsters who became GIs, or the parents or
wives who received the black-bordered
telegrams.
I wanted to tell the story of the nation’s
wars from the viewpoint of the enemy:
the viewpoint of the Mexicans who were
invaded in the Mexican War, the Cubans
8 ColdType | March 2010
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whose country was taken over by the
United States in 1898, the Filipinos who
suffered a devastating aggressive war at
the beginning of the twentieth century,
with perhaps 600,000 people dead as a
result of the determination of the U.S.
government to conquer the Philippines.
What struck me as I began to study history, and what I wanted to convey in my
own writing of history, was how nationalist fervor – inculcated from childhood by
pledges of allegiance, national anthems,
waving flags, and militaristic rhetoric –
permeated the educational systems of all
countries, including our own.
I wondered how the foreign policies
of the United States would look if we
wiped out the national boundaries of the
world, at least in our minds, and thought
of children everywhere as our own. Then
we could never drop an atomic bomb on
Hiroshima, or napalm on Vietnam, or
cluster bombs on Afghanistan or Iraq,
because wars, especially in our time, are
always wars against children.
When I began to write “people’s history,” I was influenced by my own experience, living in a black community in the
South with my family, teaching at a black
women’s college, and becoming involved
in the movement against racial segregation. I became aware of how badly twisted was the teaching and writing of history by its submersion of nonwhite people.
Yes, Native Americans were there in the
history, but quickly gone. Black people
were visible as slaves, then supposedly
free, but invisible. It was a white man’s
history.
From elementary school to graduate
school, I was given no suggestion that the
landing of Christopher Columbus in the
New World initiated a genocide, in which
the indigenous population of Hispaniola
was annihilated. Or that this was the first

1922 – 2010
stage of what was presented as a benign
expansion of the new nation, but which
involved the violent expulsion of Native
Americans, accompanied by unspeakable
atrocities, from every square mile of the
continent, until there was nothing to do
but herd them into reservations.
Every American schoolchild learns
about the Boston Massacre, which preceded the Revolutionary War against
England. Five colonists were killed by
British troops in 1770.
But how many schoolchildren learned
about the massacre of six hundred men,
women, and children of the Pequot tribe
in New England in 1637? Or the massacre, in the midst of the Civil War, of
hundreds of Native American families at
Sand Creek, Colorado, by U.S. soldiers?
Nowhere in my history education did I
learn about the massacres of black people
that took place again and again, amid the
silence of a national government pledged
by the Constitution to protect equal rights
for all.
For instance, in 1917 there occurred in
East St. Louis one of the many “race riots” that took place in what our whiteoriented history books called the “Progressive Era.” White workers, angered by
an influx of black workers, killed perhaps
two hundred people, provoking an angry
article by the African-American writer W.
E. B. Du Bois, “The Massacre of East St.
Louis,” and causing the performing artist
Josephine Baker to say: “The very idea
of America makes me shake and tremble
and gives me nightmares.”
I wanted, in writing people’s history,
to awaken a great consciousness of class
conflict, racial injustice, sexual inequality,
and national arrogance.
But I also wanted to bring into the
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light the hidden resistance of the people
against the power of the establishment:
the refusal of Native Americans to simply
die and disappear; the rebellion of black
people in the anti-slavery movement and
in the more recent movement against racial segregation; the strikes carried out
by working people to improve their lives.
When I began work, five years ago, on
what would become the present volume,
Voices of a People’s History of the United
States, I wanted the voices of struggle,
mostly absent in our history books, to
be given the place they deserve. I wanted
labor history, which has been the battleground, decade after decade, century
after century, of an ongoing fight for human dignity, to come to the fore. And I
wanted my readers to experience how at
key moments in our history some of the
bravest and most effective political acts
were the sounds of the human voice itself.
When John Brown proclaimed at his trial
that his insurrection was “not wrong, but
right,” when Fannie Lou Hamer testified
in 1964 about the dangers to blacks who
tried to register to vote, when during the
first Gulf War, in 1991, Alex Molnar defied
the president on behalf of his son and of
all of us, their words influenced and inspired so many people. They were not
just words but actions.
To omit or to minimize these voices of
resistance is to create the idea that power
only rests with those who have the guns,
who possess the wealth, who own the
newspapers and the television stations. I
want to point out that people who seem
to have no power, whether working people, people of color, or women – once they
organize and protest and create movements – have a voice no government can
suppress. 					
CT
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Howard Zinn:
People’s President,
American patriot
A Tribute By RORY O’CONNOR

O

ur country lost one of its
greatest patriots on January
27, and I lost a friend and
longtime role model and
inspiration, when historian and activist
Howard Zinn passed away.
I still remember as if it were yesterday
the first time I ever saw him. It was the
tumultuous year of 1968 and I was sixteen years old. I had just arrived in Boston a few days earlier to attend Boston
College, a Jesuit institution that, like me,
was still mired in the past and wholly
unprepared for the political and cultural
turmoil erupting all around us. But just
a few miles down Commonwealth Avenue Boston University, where Zinn was
a popular professor, was already kneedeep in what would soon come to be
known as “The Sixties.”
A marine who had gone absent without leave to avoid service in the illegal
and unconstitutional war in Vietnam
had taken refuge in BU’s Marsh Chapel.
Upon hearing the news, I promptly went
to take a look and found him ringed by
hundreds of demonstrators who had
taken over the chapel and refused to allow the authorities in. Instead they were
invoking the ancient tradition of “sanctu10 ColdType | March 2010
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ary” to protect him and staging an ongoing teach-in about the war – and Howard Zinn was leading it.
I wasn’t in Kansas any more…
As the years and the war dragged on,
I only came to admire Zinn more, not
only for his courage and outspokenness,
but also for his willingness to stand up to
all sorts of abusive authorities. This was
most evident in his longstanding feud and
constant combat with BU’s rightwingnut
president John Silber, who for years did
everything he could to remove Zinn from
the campus – and vowed to stop at nothing until he succeeded, which fortunately
he never did.
Later I had the honor of taking over
for Zinn (who had succeeded News Dissector Danny Schechter) as a political
commentator on WBCN-FM. ‘BCN’ was
then the most popular radio station in
New England and a center of the “counterculture” that had sprouted most vigorously in Boston, fueled by alternative
media that included the Boston Phoenix
and the late Real Paper of Cambridge and
nourished by the many colleges and universities there, the students who poured
in from all over the country – and radical
academics like Howard Zinn.

1922 – 2010
Somewhere along the way, Howard
and I became friends. He wasn’t a difficult person to befriend – ever mellow,
unassuming and open, his graceful manner and easy acceptance helped me put
aside my awe and hero worship to view
him as a real person. But I never lost the
initial feelings of respect for his intellect
and ideas-and the willingness to put
them into action – that first drew me to
him at Marsh Chapel.
Over the years we stayed in touch,
meeting from time to time – at the tiny,
out-of-the-way office to which Silber
finally succeeded in exiling him, at a
friend’s wedding, down in Wellfleet on
Cape Cod where he famously summered.
He was always completely approachable and totally supportive of the work
of others, even as he deprecated his own
output – which was of course prodigious,
original and unique.
His most famous and important work,
arguably, is The People’s History of the
United States, which stood the standard
texts on their head to give a bottom’s up,
inside out, and truer version of our country’s progress-and lack thereof. By giving
voice to “ordinary” people – millworkers,
seamstresses and other working folk, to
minorities and women and immigrants
and others who had been excluded – he
also gave voice to hidden but recurrent
strains of our history. These subterranean
streams tell us more about who we are as
a people than any dozen biographies of
the great…
Sometime in the late 1990’s, I approached Howard and asked him to
grant me the rights to develop The People’s History as a television project. He
promptly agreed. At my insistence, we
wrote a contract and set a price – $1.00
for the exclusive rights!
After more than a year of unsuccessful
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slogging through the vast wasteland and
money trench that is American television,
our agreement expired. I went to Howard, confessed my inability to place the
project, and asked for a six-month extension. He quietly coughed and then murmured, “Well, actually someone else has
approached me with the same idea, and
maybe I should go ahead with them?”
That someone, of course, was Matt
Damon, a young man on his way to
becoming a global superstar, who had
grown up near Zinn. (Damon had rocketed to fame, along with his friend Ben
Affleck, by writing and starring in Good
Will Hunting, a popular film that had a
scene calling People’s History the “best
book ever written.”)
Needless to say, I quickly stepped aside,
hoping only that the project would finally
come to fruition. Despite Damon’s and
Affleck’s involvement, however, it languished for years, first at Fox Television
and later at HBO, before amazingly appearing at long last on the History Channel recently – ironically the first network I
had approached more than a decade earlier. When I wrote Howard to congratulate
him on finally getting to air, his response
was typically understated, thanking me
for my efforts and slyly noting, “You work
in a very strange business!”
Right until the end if his life, Howard
Zinn was always there, on the front lines,
observing and writing in sharp, concentrated prose that went right to the heart
of matters and distilled their essence.
(His comments on Barack Obama, and
his insistence that social change comes
not from messianic individuals but from
movements, are but the latest evidence
of his continued involvement and genius.) But he still always found time to
help and to encourage others. When I
wrote a book in 2008 about the surge
March 2010 | ColdType |
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in hate speech on our nation’s publicly
owned airwaves, I asked him for a blurb.
He responded almost instantly, and sent
back such effusive praise (comparing me
favorably to Upton Sinclair and George
Seldes!) that it was almost embarrassing – except for the fact that it had come
from Howard Zinn.
Now he is gone, rejoining his beloved
partner Roz, and we-and our countryare greatly the worse for his passing. For
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Howard Zinn was above all a true American patriot, one who stood up and spoke
out for the ideals and values that have always promised – but too often been honored only in the breach – to make this
the greatest country on the planet. CT
Rory O’Connor’s latest book is “Shock
Jocks: Hate Speech and Talk Radio:
America’s Ten Worst Hate Talkers and the
Progressive Alternatives” (Alternet Books)

books By Howard Zinn

Canonical Zinn

A Young People’s History of the
United States Brings to US history the
viewpoints of workers, slaves, immigrants,
women, Native Americans, and others
$22.85
Voices of a People’s History of
the United States (with Anthony
Argrove) Here in their own words are
Frederick Douglass, George Jackson,
Chief Joseph, Martin Luther King Jr.,
Plough Jogger, Sacco and Vanzetti, Patti
Smith, Bruce Springsteen, Mark Twain,
Malcolm X, and hundreds of other voices
$22.95
The Zinn Reader Updated for a new
decade, this book represents Howard
Zinn through the depth and breadth of his
concerns in one volume
$21.95

Available at bookstores and
www.sevenstories.com
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