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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


ZINNOPHOBIA


I’ve been waiting for this book! Howard Zinn’s remarkably passionate and erudite work has attracted a huge readership, even while it has also been the target of shrill attacks by both politicians and academics, and not only rightwing academics. Now finally David Detmer has stepped up to the plate on Zinn’s behalf with a calm and careful dissection of the logic and evidence, and Zinn emerges as he should, unscathed and indeed triumphant!


Frances Fox Piven, Distinguished Professor of Political Science and Sociology at the Graduate School, CUNY, author of Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People Change America


In his life and work, Howard Zinn made an immeasurable contribution to a more educated, enlightened, and civilized generation of Americans, more aware of the authentic history of their country and inspired by his example of courage and integrity. While justly honored and admired for his accomplishments, these also aroused bitter resentment and anger in certain circles, and he was subjected to venomous, contemptible attacks. The critiques and vituperation are subjected to rigorous and informed exposure and refutation in this spirited and comprehensive defense of one of the most admirable figures of the modern period. A major contribution to bringing Zinn’s great contributions to even broader public attention, and exposing features of intellectual and political culture that are of no little interest.


Noam Chomsky, Institute Professor and Professor of Linguistics Emeritus, MIT, author of Who Rules the World?


David Detmer, a philosopher, has done what no historian to date has accomplished—he has undertaken a systematic examination of Zinn’s critics’ arguments against him and basically has dismantled them. In the process he offers a clinic on how to evaluate the validity of other people’s arguments. … Detmer has done justice to the complexity of Howard Zinn’s work and has evaluated Zinn’s critics fairly, if unsparingly. … The book is written in clear and compelling prose—it would be accessible to undergraduate students and could be used in History methods classes, in courses on critical thinking, and I would not be averse to assigning it in a graduate seminar.


Susan Curtis, Professor of History and American Studies, Purdue University


Detmer offers a fascinating look at the anti-liberal prejudices of Mitch Daniels, a powerful politician turned university president. He exposes the uneducated foundation of Daniels’ hatred for Howard Zinn, and … reveals insights about broader attacks on intellectual freedom. But this is also a hopeful story, because the revelation of Daniels’ attempted censorship sparked a new wave of interest in Zinn’s work and the opportunity to examine his writings and his critics.


John K. Wilson, author, President Trump Unveiled: Exposing the Bigoted Billionaire
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Preface


Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States, a perennial bestseller, offers a version of American history that differs substantially from previous accounts. Instead of the standard story, in which the wise and heroic deeds of presidents, Supreme Court justices, military and business leaders, and various other wealthy and powerful elites are celebrated, Zinn makes the case that, whenever progressive change has occurred, it has resulted from the struggles of ordinary people—those who have participated in popular movements agitating for peace, for racial and sexual equality, for improved working conditions, and for environmental protection, among other similar causes. And in opposition to the triumphalist bias of the more orthodox histories, in which the misdeeds of the powerful are either sanitized or erased altogether, Zinn shines a spotlight on official acts of enslaving Africans, slaughtering Indians, lying, breaking promises, violating treaties, trashing the Constitution, exploiting workers, bombing or massacring civilians, assassinating foreign leaders, sabotaging elections, and propping up brutal puppet dictators, among other transgressions.


Unsurprisingly, Zinn’s book has provoked strong, and widely divergent, reactions. As the continuing success of the book testifies (it was first published in 1980 and remains a bestseller 37 years later) many readers warmly welcome Zinn’s work. These include students of history who celebrate it as a vital corrective to the omissions and distortions of the standard surveys; radicals and political activists who are inspired by it; women, racial and ethnic minorities, and economically disadvantaged persons who are delighted to see their contributions to history recognized; and victims (or the children or grandchildren of victims) of U.S. power who appreciate seeing their victimization documented and its moral significance acknowledged.


But the reaction of many other readers (and non-readers who know of Zinn’s book only by reputation) has been one of loathing. Such has been the typical response of political conservatives, the wealthy and powerful, many mainstream historians, and everyone else whose sense of “patriotism” engenders a commitment to the idea that our nation’s leaders, traditions, and institutions are uniquely great and moral. Accordingly, Zinn’s work has received a great deal of harsh criticism.


And sometimes the negative reaction has taken the form of something stronger than mere criticism: attempted suppression. As a case in point, the event that sparked the writing of this book was the 2013 revelation that Mitch Daniels, the president of my university, Purdue (I am a professor of philosophy at one of its campuses), had in 2010, when he was Governor of my state (Indiana), attempted to ban the teaching of A People’s History of the United States in the state’s public schools, an incident that is described in some detail in this book.


But the central focus of the book, as its title indicates, is not the Daniels/Zinn incident but rather the extraordinarily severe criticisms, indeed denunciations, that Zinn has received from some of his fellow historians and from a few other writers and scholars. Indeed, when Daniels’s actions came to light, through the publication of emails that he had intended to keep private, a substantial portion of the defense that he offered consisted simply of quoting the blistering invective of Zinn’s critics, many of whom, Daniels was quick to point out, were “experts.”


Though I knew, prior to learning of Daniels’s actions, that Zinn was controversial and had been harshly criticized in some quarters, I had never read the works in which those criticisms are stated. Though I admired Zinn, once I turned to those writings I fully expected to find in them, given how eminent many of these critics were, together with the severity of their language, documentation that his work contained significant flaws. After all, though Zinn struck me as a highly competent and principled person (I knew him personally, as he was one of my teachers when I was an undergraduate student at Boston University in the 1970s, and I had also read his books), I understood that he is a human being, and that human beings are fallible. Moreover, I recognized that history is difficult, and that a project as ambitious as writing a 688-page account of the full sweep of American history is one that would present many possibilities for error. And surely, I reasoned, Pulitzer prize-winning historians at Ivy League universities would not be so reckless and irresponsible as to issue such strongly-worded condemnations as they had unless they could produce the goods to back up their charges. Thus, when I began to read their critiques I fully expected to find within them documentation that Zinn had gotten some facts wrong, or committed some logical blunders, or misinterpreted some data, or employed some faulty methodology, or omitted information that undermined some of his claims, or committed some other definite and specific errors. Additionally, even in cases where no particular error could be identified, I expected to find interesting, intelligent arguments for evaluating some set of facts differently than Zinn did, or thoughtful criticisms of his explicitly stated criteria of selection (that is, of what to include, what to omit, and what to emphasize when choosing among the vast mass of historical data), or some other lucid and perceptive argument, based on a competent grasp of Zinn’s text, and of the arguments he has provided in support of his historical methods, that there is some deficiency in his approach, his theorizing, or his ways of drawing conclusions from historical evidence.


Instead, and to my surprise, what I found, over and over again, is that Zinn’s harsh critics (I’m not talking about those who articulate normal, moderately-worded scholarly disagreements, but rather those Daniels cited, that is, those who regard Zinn’s work with contempt, and who, for example, call it “lousy,” or characterize A People’s History as a “deranged fairy tale”) produce incompetent work—work that, while it occasionally scores an isolated minor point or two against Zinn, nonetheless can be fairly characterized, on the whole, as uncomprehending, larded with errors, and not up to the quality standards one would expect in a term paper submitted for credit by a college freshman for an introductory level course. This book attempts to document that these critics, one after another, commit the following scholarly mistakes: misquoting Zinn; paraphrasing him inaccurately; taking his words out of context; accusing him of saying things he has never said; accusing him of never having said things that he has in fact said repeatedly; claiming that some idea or theory or explanation “has never occurred to him” when in fact he discusses and analyzes it extensively; saying that he is “unable to grasp” some concept or theory that in fact he explains far more clearly and completely than the critic does; indicting him for presenting a one-sided account of some issue or event while ignoring everything he says on other sides of the issue or event in question; accusing him of oversimplifying an issue or event while ignoring or denying all of the subtleties, nuances, and complications that can be found in his discussion; presenting criticisms of him that he himself has anticipated and addressed in his writings, but in doing so failing even to acknowledge, let alone adequately addressing or satisfactorily answering, his replies to those criticisms; failing to address his theorizing about historiography, including his explicit arguments in support of his principles of selection; compounding that error by issuing criticisms that are based on misunderstandings of his project, where those misunderstandings, in turn, are based on either misunderstandings (or, more often, complete ignorance) of his arguments about historiography; criticizing him for “admitting” that he was “biased,” or for rejecting “objectivity,” without either explaining what he meant by such statements or quoting his own explanations, and without acknowledging his repeated insistence that they did not entail any loosening of the scholarly obligation to achieve factual accuracy or to refrain from omitting information that would be damaging to one’s thesis; ignoring all of the distinctions he draws in explaining his approach to history—such as the distinction between universal values and parochial values, between ultimate values and instrumental values, between preconceived questions and preconceived answers, and distinctions among different senses of “objectivity”—and then advancing criticisms that make sense only against a background of ignorance of those distinctions; committing clear, demonstrable factual errors; committing obvious and crude logical fallacies; and, above all else, issuing strongly-worded criticisms that are not backed up with any evidence or argument of any kind. I am tempted to add, sarcastically, the old joke line: “aside from that, they do a terrific job!” But that, alas, would be far too generous. For the list just offered includes only those errors that are committed repeatedly, and by several critics. Sadly, as a list of all of the errors of the Zinnophobes, it fails even to approach completeness.


The structure of this book can be laid out simply. It tells the story of the Daniels–Zinn affair and refutes Daniels’s claims about Zinn (Chapter One), offers a brief account of Zinn’s life and work, and discusses his ideas on historiography (especially his analyses of bias and objectivity) (Chapter Two), and concludes with an extended, detailed defense of his work against 25 of his most prominent critics (Chapter Three). The Daniels–Zinn incident is thus used as a kind of jumping off point from which to consider such issues as censorship, academic freedom, propaganda, objectivity, historiography, contemporary intellectual standards, and the place of politics in scholarly research and teaching, in addition to the merits of Howard Zinn’s approach to history.


As I write these words, in late January 2017, recent events in U.S. political history have demonstrated how far much of our culture has drifted away from any concern for high standards of critical thinking: the idea that our beliefs should be well grounded in a logically competent appraisal of relevant evidence. One way of approaching the issue is to recognize that beliefs tend to issue in actions, and that actions grounded in true beliefs are more likely to lead to success than are actions grounded in falsehoods. When our beliefs are false people tend to get hurt: we go to war without good reason; we enact educational policies that are ineffective; we adopt a diet that is not conducive to health; we react to social problems, such as crime, poverty, and environmental degradation, with policies that make things worse rather than better. At the risk of sounding pretentious, I would suggest that each of us, and perhaps especially scholars, should make some effort to try to nudge our culture in the direction of greater care and scrupulousness in matters of handling evidence, and in the formulation and articulation of beliefs. I offer this book in that spirit.


I would like to thank those who have helped me with this project. I have benefited from discussing some of the ideas in this book with past and present colleagues at Purdue, including (with apologies to anyone I may have overlooked) Neil Florek, Phyllis Bergiel, Renee Conroy, Sam Zinaich, Eugene Schlossberger, Howard Cohen, John Rowan, Michael Dobberstein, Sam Dobberstein, David Nalbone, Tony Elmendorf, Elsa Weber, Rita Brusca-Vega, Pat Jacoby, Saul Lerner, Kathy Tobin, Susan Curtis, and Kim Scipes. I am also grateful to my Purdue colleagues in philosophy for twice giving me the opportunity to make a public presentation of some of the findings presented in this book. Some audience members at these presentations helped me by asking good questions or by offering incisive comments or criticisms, for which I thank them.


Also deserving of thanks are Steve Walsh, formerly of Lakeshore Public Radio, and Ron Harlow of WJOB radio in Hammond, Indiana for inviting me on their programs to discuss the issues raised in this book. I am fond of quoting Harlow’s rejoinder to a hostile listener (it is a call-in show) who complained that he was sick and tired of hearing people “whine about genocide.” Harlow’s quick reply: “That’s right. Walk it off, genocide victims. Just walk it off!”


I would also like to thank Jerry Davich of the Post-Tribune newspaper in northwest Indiana for writing a couple of columns, the first on one of my public presentations about the Daniels–Zinn affair, and the second on the voluminous mail he received in response to the first column. He also put me in touch with some of my critics among his readers, which led to some fruitful exchanges.


It is my pleasure to thank several other friends for their advice and encouragement in connection with this project. Bill Martin responded to my first public presentation on the Daniels–Zinn incident by suggesting that the material was worth pursuing as a book project. And John Wachala and Connie Sowa-Wachala have been especially supportive. Connie took it upon herself to use her contacts as a former journalist to get the press interested in my work, with the result that my first lecture on this topic was well publicized, drew a huge crowd, and was the subject of articles in several newspapers. She also suggested Zero Books as a publisher for my work. And she and John have both helped to keep the project alive by their continued interest in and enthusiasm for it throughout all phases of its development.


I am also very grateful to Noam Chomsky, Susan Curtis, and Frances Fox Piven for taking the time to read all or substantial portions of this book, and for offering helpful, and very generous, comments on it. I hasten to add that the standard disclaimer applies in this case. It must not be assumed that anyone named above agrees with everything I say in this book. I am the one who is to blame for its faults.


Finally, as always, my biggest thanks go to Kerri and Arlo. They make life worth living, and make me proud every day.





Abbreviations


The following abbreviations are used for works that are repeatedly cited in the text.






	APH

	Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, Thirty-Fifth Anniversary Edition (New York: HarperCollins, 2015).






	ATW

	Howard Zinn, Artists in Times of War (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003).






	AW

	Alice Walker, “Saying Goodbye to My Friend Howard Zinn,” Boston Globe (January 31, 2010); http://www.boston.com/ae/books/articles/2010/01/31/alice_walker_says_goodbye_to_her_friend_howard_zinn/







	AWS

	Stephen Bird, Adam Silver, and Joshua C. Yesnowitz, eds., Agitation with a Smile: Howard Zinn’s Legacies and The Future of Activism (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2013).






	BAT

	“Fulgencio Batista—Military Coup and Second Presidency (1952–1959)—Batista, Fidel Castro, and The Cuban Revolution”; http://www.liquisearch.com/fulgencio_batista/military_coup_and_second_presidency_1952–1959/batista_fidel_castro_and_the_cuban_revolution







	BLL

	“bin Laden links to the CIA”; http://www.911myths.com/html/bin_ladin_links_to_the_cia.html







	CAV

	Alfred A. Cave, The Pequot War (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1996).






	COL

	Hayleigh Colombo, “Mitch Daniels Disputes Copycat Claim,” Lafayette Journal & Courier (July 24, 2013); http://hcolombo28.weebly.com/work-samples/mitch-daniels-disputes-copycat-claim







	CP

	David Detmer, Challenging Postmodernism: Philosophy and the Politics of Truth (Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 2003).






	CSZ

	Howard Zinn, “The Case of Sacco and Vanzetti,” in HZS 121–31.






	CW

	Howard Zinn, “The Politics of History in the Era of the Cold War,” in Noam Chomsky et al., The Cold War & The University (New York: The New Press, 1997), 35–72.






	DC

	David Colapinto (essay on Zinn as a teacher); http://zinnedproject.org/why/howard-zinn-our-favorite-teacher/david-colapinto/







	DDT

	Tom LoBianco, “Daniels Denies Trying to Quash Academic Freedom,” San Diego Union-Tribune (July 17, 2013); http://www.utsandiego.com/news/2013/jul/17/daniels-denies-trying-to-quash-academic-freedom/







	DOD

	John K. Wilson, “The Defenders of Daniels” (July 26, 2013); http://academeblog.org/2013/07/26/the-defenders-of-daniels/







	DOI

	Howard Zinn, Declarations of Independence (New York: HarperCollins, 1990).






	DUB

	Martin Duberman, Howard Zinn: A Life on the Left (New York: The New Press, 2012).






	EAS

	Stuart Easterling, “Defending Howard Zinn” (February 11, 2010); http://socialistworker.org/2010/02/11/defending-howard-zinn







	ELL

	Daniel Ellsberg, Secrets: A Memoir of Vietnam and the Pentagon Papers (New York: Viking, 2002).






	EMA

	Mitch Daniels and Associates (Zinn emails); http://hosted.ap.org/specials/interactives/documents/daniels1.pdf







	FC

	Free Exchange on Campus, “Facts Count: An Analysis of David Horowitz’s The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America” (May 2006); http://cdn.publicinterestnetwork.org/assets/woUsLGhMMPR98xFTxvDWyw/Facts_Count-Report.pdf







	
FLY

	Daniel J. Flynn, “Master of Deceit” (June 3, 2003); http://archive.frontpagemag.com/readArticle.aspx?ARTID=17914







	FOH

	Howard Zinn, The Future of History (Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press, 1999).






	FTQ

	Howard Zinn, Failure to Quit (Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press, 1993).






	FUT

	Howard Zinn, “The Future of History,” in FOH 93–154.






	GLA

	Grammy “Lifetime Achievement Award”; https://www.grammy.org/recording-academy/awards/lifetime-awards







	GM

	“Grey Matters Interviews Howard Zinn,” in ODE 123–36.






	GRA

	Mary Grabar, “The ‘Bad History’ of Howard Zinn and the Brainwashing of America”; http://www.marygrabar.com/PDF%20Articles/ZinnReportKincaidFullArial.pdf







	GRE

	David Greenberg, “Agit-Prof: Howard Zinn’s influential mutilations of American history,” The New Republic (March 25, 2013), 44–9.






	GW

	Steve Coll, Ghost Wars (New York: Penguin, 2004).






	HAN

	Oscar Handlin, “Arawaks,” The American Scholar, Vol. 49, No. 4 (Autumn 1980), 546, 548, 550; https://d3aencwbm6zmht.cloudfront.net/asset/97521/A_Handlin_1980.pdf







	HCD

	John K. Wilson, “The Historians Cited by Mitch Daniels Denounce Him” (July 19, 2013); http://academeblog.org/2013/07/19/the-historians-cited-by-mitch-daniels-denounce-him/







	HPE

	Howard Zinn, “History as Private Enterprise,” in POH 15–34.






	HRZ

	Oscar Handlin (Response to Howard Zinn’s reply to Handlin’s review of APH), The American Scholar, Vol. 50, No. 3 (Summer 1981), 432.






	HUP

	Howard Zinn, The Historic Unfulfilled Promise (San Francisco: City Lights, 2012).






	
HZS

	Howard Zinn, Howard Zinn Speaks: Collected Speeches 1963–2009, edited by Anthony Arnove (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2012).






	IFE

	Howard Zinn, “Introduction to the First Edition” of POH, 1–3.






	IH

	Michael Kammen, “The Insubordinate Historian: The Life and Legacy of Howard Zinn,” Los Angeles Review of Books (November 29, 2012); https://lareviewofbooks.org/review/the-insubordinate-historian-the-life-and-legacy-of-howard-zinn







	JAS

	Scott Jaschik, “The Governor’s Bad List” (July 17, 2013); https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2013/07/17/e-mails-reveal-mitch-daniels-governor-tried-ban-howard-zinn-book







	JFK

	John F. Kennedy, “Speech at Democratic Dinner, Cincinnati, Ohio, October 6, 1960”; http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=25660







	JOY

	Davis D. Joyce, Howard Zinn: A Radical American Vision (Amherst, NY: Prometheus, 2003).






	KAZ

	Michael Kazin, “Howard Zinn’s History Lessons,” Dissent (Spring 2004); https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/howard-zinns-history-lessons







	KIM

	Roger Kimball, “Mitch Daniels vs. Howard Zinn. Daniels Wins” (July 20, 2013); http://pjmedia.com/rogerkimball/2013/07/20/mitch-daniel-vs-howard-zinn-daniels-wins/







	KFP

	Howard Zinn, “Knowledge as a Form of Power,” in POH 5–14.






	KRE

	Howard Zinn, Some Truths Are Not Self-Evident, ed. Richard Kreitner (New York: The Nation, 2014).






	KTR

	Mitch Daniels, Keeping the Republic: Saving America by Trusting Americans (New York: Sentinel, 2011).






	KYS

	Alison Kysia, “Bashing Howard Zinn: A Critical Look at One of the Critics,” Zinn Education Project (November 18, 2013); http://zinnedproject.org/2013/11/bashing-howard-zinn-a-critical-look-at-one-of-the-critics/







	LAK

	Jacob Laksin, “Discounting the Facts (June 15, 2006); http://archive.frontpagemag.com/readArticle.aspx?ARTID=4039







	LEF

	Harry G. Lefever, Undaunted By the Fight: Spelman College and the Civil Rights Movement 1957–1967 (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2005).






	LET

	Howard Zinn, “Letter” to Dissent (Summer 2004), 110.






	LIN

	Douglas O. Linder, “The Trials of ‘The Scottsboro Boys’”; http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/scottsboro/SB_acct.html







	LMT

	James W. Loewen, Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History Textbook Got Wrong, revised and updated edition (New York: Touchstone, 2007).






	LOB

	Tom LoBianco, “AP Exclusive: Daniels Looked to Censor Opponents” (July 17, 2013); http://bigstory.ap.org/article/ap-exclusive-daniels-looked-censor-opponents







	LOC

	Howard Zinn, “1492–1992: The Legacy of Columbus,” in HZS 77–90.






	MC

	Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, “Legitimizing versus Meaningless Third World Elections: El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua,” in Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media (New York: Pantheon, 2002), 87–142.






	MDF

	John K. Wilson, “Why Mitch Daniels Must Be Fired” (July 17, 2013); http://academeblog.org/2013/07/17/whymitch-daniels-must-be-fired/







	MIL

	Marjorie Miller, “An Experts’ History of Howard Zinn,” Los Angeles Times (February 1, 2010); http://articles.latimes.com/2010/feb/01/opinion/la-oe-miller1-2010feb01







	MIS

	Howard Zinn, Marx in Soho (Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 1999).






	MKR

	Michael Kazin, review of Howard Zinn, Declarations of Independence, in The Journal of American History. Vol. 78, No. 3 (December 1991), 1034–5.






	MOY

	Michael C. Moynihan, “The People’s Historian?,” Reason (February 3, 2010); http://reason.com/archives/2010/02/03/the-peoples-historian







	NAS

	Gary B. Nash et al, History on Trial: Culture Wars and the Teaching of the Past (New York: Knopf, 1997).






	NG

	Ben Bradley et al, eds., Por Amor Al Pueblo: Not Guilty! (White River Junction, VT: Front Porch Publishing, 1986).






	NOV

	Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988).






	NR

	Howard Zinn, “The New Radicalism,” in ZR 620–32.






	NYT

	Howard Powell, “Howard Zinn, Historian, Dies at 87,” New York Times (January 27, 2010); http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/28/us/28zinn.html?_r=0







	ODE

	Howard Zinn, On Democratic Education (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2005).






	OH

	Howard Zinn, On History (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2001).






	OHM

	Howard Zinn, “Objective History a Myth,” Michigan Daily (December 13, 1988); https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=2706&dat=19881213&id=D_5JAAAAIBAJ&sjid=Mh4NAAAAIBAJ&pg=3807,5164615&hl=en







	OLM

	Susan Curtis and Kristina Bross, “An Open Letter to Mitch Daniels” (July 22, 2013); http://academeblog.org/2013/07/23/an-open-letter-to-mitch-daniels-from-90-purdue-professors/







	OTO

	Howard Zinn, “Objections to Objectivity,” in FTQ 29–42.






	OZ

	Howard Zinn with David Barsamian, Original Zinn: Conversations on History and Politics (New York: Harper Perennial, 2006).






	PA

	Howard Zinn, Postwar America: 1945–1971 (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1973).






	
PA1

	Robert Paquette, “Mitch Daniels Unmasks Howard Zinn’s Propagandizing” (August 5, 2013); http://www.seethruedu.com/updatesmitch-daniels-unmasks-howard-zinns-propagandizing/







	PA2

	Robert Paquette, “Mitch Daniels v. Howard Zinn, Part 2” (August 25, 2013); http://www.seethruedu.com/updatesmitch-daniels-v-howard-zinn-part-2/







	PAC

	Harry Kreisler, Political Awakenings: Conversations with History (New York: The New Press, 2010).






	PGC

	Howard Zinn, A Power Governments Cannot Suppress (San Francisco: City Lights, 2007).






	POC

	Roger Kimball, “Professor of Contempt,” National Review (February 3, 2010); http://www.nationalreview.com/article/229071/professor-contempt-roger-kimball







	POH

	Howard Zinn, The Politics of History, second edition (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1990).






	REE

	Howard Zinn, “A People’s History of the United States,” in HZS 91–113. (Note: Despite sharing a title with Zinn’s famous book, this is a different item—a speech delivered at Reed College in Portland, Oregon, November 20, 1995.)






	REV

	John K. Wilson, review of David Horowitz and Jacob Laksin, One-Party Classroom: How Radical Professors at America’s Top Colleges Indoctrinate Students and Undermine Our Democracy, in Academe (September–October 2009); http://www.aaup.org/article/skim-book#.VoPDwhE4n-Y







	RIL

	J.B.S. Riley, “You’ll Never Believe It” (July 24, 2013); http://doghouseriley.blogspot.com/2013/07/youll-never-believe-it.html







	RPF

	Mitch Daniels, “Response to Purdue Faculty” (July 23, 2013); http://academeblog.org/2013/07/23/mitch-daniels-responds-to-purdue-faculty/







	SAP

	Mitch Daniels, “Statement to the Associated Press: ‘I Will Stand by My Statements’” (July 17, 2013); http://archive.jconline.com/article/20130717/NEWS0501/307170018/Mitch-Daniels-statement-Associated-Press







	
SPD

	Mitch Daniels, “A Statement from President Daniels” (July 17, 2013); http://www.purdue.edu/president/messages/130717-statement.html







	SWH

	Robert Cohen, “The Second Worst History Book in Print? Rethinking A People’s History of the United States,” Reviews in American History, Vol. 42, No. 2 (June 2014).






	TAV

	Howard Zinn, “Thinking About Vietnam: Political Theory and Human Life,” in HZS 21–39.






	TAW

	Howard Zinn, Terrorism and War (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2002).






	THP

	Howard Zinn, Three Plays: The Political Theater of Howard Zinn: Emma, Marx in Soho, Daughter of Venus (Boston: Beacon, 2010).






	TIZ

	Timothy Patrick McCarthy, “Introduction: The People’s Historian,” in Timothy Patrick McCarthy, ed., The Indispensable Zinn (New York: The New Press, 2012), xv–xxxi.






	TP

	David Horowitz, The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America (Washington, DC: Regnery, 2006).






	TVR

	William L. Griffen and John Marciano, Teaching the Vietnam War (Montclair, NJ: Allanheld, Osmun, 1979).






	UOS

	Howard Zinn, “The Uses of Scholarship.” http://www.kritischestudenten.nl/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Howard-Zinn-The-Uses-of-Scholarship.pdf







	USP

	United States Postal Service, “African-Americans on Stamps” (January 2004); https://about.usps.com/publications/pub354.pdf







	VAA

	Marvin E. Gettleman et al, eds., Vietnam and America, Second Edition (New York: Grove Press, 1995).






	VLW

	Howard Zinn, Vietnam: The Logic of Withdrawal (Boston: Beacon Press, 1967).






	WAR

	Jon Ward, “Mitch Daniels: I’m ‘More Devoted To Academic Freedom’ Than Critics in Howard Zinn Controversy” (October 30, 2013); http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/10/30/mitch-daniels-howardzinn_n_4178180.html.






	WAZ

	Robert Cohen, “When Assessing Zinn, Listen to the Voices of Teachers and Students,” History News Network (January 6, 2013); http://historynewsnetwork.org/article/149974







	WCP

	Howard Zinn, “Who Controls the Past Controls the Future,” in FTQ 3–21.






	WIN

	Sam Wineburg, “Undue Certainty: Where Howard Zinn’s A People’s History Falls Short,” American Educator (Winter 2012–2013), 27–34; https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/Wineburg.pdf







	YCB

	Howard Zinn, You Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train: A Personal History of Our Times (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994).






	ZCH

	Eric Foner, “Zinn’s Critical History,” The Nation (February 22, 2010), in KRE 211–13.






	ZR

	Howard Zinn, The Zinn Reader (New York: Seven Stories Press, 1997.)






	ZRH

	Howard Zinn (Reply to Oscar Handlin’s review of APH), The American Scholar, Vol. 50, No. 3 (Summer 1981), 431–2.










Chapter 1



The Daniels–Zinn Controversy


On June 21, 2012 the Purdue University Board of Trustees unanimously selected Mitch Daniels, who was at the time the governor of Indiana, to be the University’s new President.1 Daniels subsequently took office in January 2013, upon completion of his term as governor. His selection attracted a great deal of criticism, primarily on two grounds. First, Daniels lacked any of the academic qualifications typically required of university presidents: he did not have a Ph.D. or comparable research degree; he had no teaching experience; and he had never published any peer reviewed scholarly research.2 Secondly, the trustees who selected him to this position, for which he lacked the customary qualifications, owed their own positions as trustees to him—as governor, he had appointed eight of them to the Board of Trustees, and had re-appointed the other two.3


The controversy intensified on July 17, 2013, when the Associated Press, having obtained them through a Freedom of Information Act request, published some of Daniels’s emails from February 2010 (LOB).4 The emails revealed that while Daniels was governor of Indiana he privately instructed his subordinates to make sure that a book he did not like, Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States, would not be “in use anywhere in Indiana.” As an alternative to Zinn’s text, Daniels expressed a preference for a book by a fellow Republican politician, William Bennett, and asked his staff to do what it could to see that Bennett’s work, America: The Last Best Hope, would become “the textbook of choice in our state.”5


Daniels’s initial email was sent at 10:54 AM on February 9, 2010 to Tony Bennett (not the singer, but the Indiana State Superintendent of Schools) and copied to Todd Huston (former Chief of Staff for the Indiana Department of Education), Scott Jenkins (Senior Education Policy Director), and David Shane (Republican donor and member of the state school board). Under the subject heading “Howard Zinn,” the email reads as follows:




This terrible anti-American academic finally passed away. The obits and commentaries mentioned that his book “A People’s History of the United States” is “the textbook of choice in high schools and colleges around the country.” It is a truly execrable, anti-factual piece of disinformation that misstates American history on every page.


Can someone assure me that it is not in use anywhere in Indiana? If it is, how do we get rid of it before more young people are force-fed a totally false version of our history?





Twenty-four minutes later Jenkins posted a reply, in which he informed Daniels that Zinn’s text was indeed being used in a course at Indiana University on “Social Movements in America: Labor, Civil Rights, and Feminism.” Though Jenkins provided no information about the course aside from its title and the claim that “Zinn along with other anti American leftist readings are prominently featured,” Daniels needed only three minutes to reach the conclusion that “This crap should not be accepted for any credit by the state,” and that “No student will be any better taught because someone sat through this session.” He then inquired, “Which board has jurisdiction over what counts and what doesn’t?” A brief back-and-forth on bureaucratic technicalities immediately ensued, during which Daniels again demanded to know “Who will take charge?” Shane suggested that Bennett and Indiana Commissioner for Higher Education Teresa Lubbers could undertake a review of university courses across the state, a process that, he assured Daniels, “would force to daylight a lot of excrement.” Just seven minutes later, Daniels endorsed the plan: “Go for it. Disqualify propaganda and highlight (if there is any) the more useful offerings.”


In response to criticism, once the emails were made public, Daniels defended his actions, noting that “we must not falsely teach American history in our schools.” And he redoubled his criticism of Zinn, calling him a “fraud,” saying that he was “by his own admission a biased writer” (SAP), insisting that his book “represents a falsified version of history” (SPD), accusing him of having “purposely falsified American history,” and asserting that “his books have no more place in Indiana history classrooms than phrenology or Lysenkoism would in our biology classes or the ‘Protocols of the Elders of Zion’ in world history courses” (SAP). Further, he offered the following, more specific, criticism: “Prof. Zinn’s disdain for the idea of objective truth went far beyond American history. In his essay, ‘The Uses of Scholarship,’ Prof. Zinn criticized ‘disinterested scholarship,’ ‘objective study’ and the ‘scientific method’ across the disciplines, thus attacking the foundations of Purdue’s entire research enterprise” (RPF).


To support his harsh criticisms of Zinn, Daniels also claimed that a consensus of opinion among professional historians supported his position,6 that Zinn’s book “has been criticized all across the ideological spectrum, including by so many who share his strongly negative view of the American experiment” (RPF), and that “no one credible defended his versions of history.”7 More expansively, he argued that




No one need take my word that my concerns were well-founded. Respected scholars and communicators of all ideologies agree that the work of Howard Zinn was irredeemably slanted and unsuited for teaching to schoolchildren. Arthur M. Schlesinger said, “I don’t take him very seriously. He’s a polemicist, not a historian.” Socialist historian Michael Kazin judged Zinn’s work as “bad history, albeit tilted with virtuous intentions” and said the book was more suited to a “conspiracy monger’s website than to a work of scholarship.” Reviewing the text in The American Scholar, Harvard University professor Oscar Handlin denounced “the deranged quality of his fairy tale, in which the incidents are made to fit the legend, no matter how intractable the evidence of American history.” Stanford history education expert Sam Wineburg cautioned that exposing children to a heavily filtered and weighted interpretation such as Zinn’s work is irresponsible when “we are talking about how we educate the young, those who do not yet get the interpretive game.” Many more such condemnations by persons of political viewpoints different from my own are available on request.8





But the heart of Daniels’s defense consisted of three rather startling assertions. First, he claimed that in his Zinn emails he had been speaking exclusively about K-12 classrooms, and that his questions and concerns “had nothing to do with higher education at all” (SPD). Or again, “My only concern in two e-mail questions years ago was what was being taught to middle school children in their formative lessons in American history. My questions expressed no interest in higher education” (RPF). Second, he asserted that his emails “proposed absolutely no censorship of any person or viewpoint” (SPD), adding that “I have never made any suggestion that any university cease teaching whatever its faculty pleases, or cease using any book. … Most important, no one tried to ‘censor’ anyone’s right to express any opinion they might hold. As many others have observed, this was a careless and inappropriate use of that inflammatory word” (RPF). Third, he claimed that his actions “infringed on no one’s academic freedom” (SPD), “had nothing to do with academic freedom on campus” (WAR), and carried “no implication for academic freedom” (JAS).


Further, Daniels pointed out that his emails did not lead to any actions. There was no need to ban Zinn’s book from Indiana public school K-12 classrooms, since his subordinates found “that no Hoosier school district had inflicted [it] on its students” (SAP), because “apparently every school board in the state to date shares and has adopted” Daniels’s own evaluation of the book (RPF). Similarly, but this time for unspecified reasons, nothing was done about the Indiana University course, discussed in the initial emails, that featured Zinn on its reading list: “No change of any kind occurred with regard to the summer class for K-12 teachers; its participants received credit, and would today if the class was still offered” (RPF).


Finally, Daniels made the point that his criticism of Zinn, and his authorization of a scheme to have his book banned from use in Indiana public schools, cannot be construed as an attack on tenure, since tenure “does not confer immunity from criticism of shoddy work and it certainly gives no entitlement to have one’s work taught to young schoolchildren in our public schools” (SAP). Nor can it be interpreted as inconsistent with academic freedom, since (in nearly identical language) “Academic freedom … does not immunize a person from criticism and certainly does not confer entitlement to have one’s work inflicted upon our young people in the K-12 public school system” (SPD).9


Assessing Daniels’s Claims and Arguments


Notice, first, that in the initial emails Daniels offers no evidence, argument, or reasoning of any kind in support of his harsh judgment of Zinn’s work. Nor does he engage Zinn’s text—no page numbers or specific claims or analyses are cited. This raises disturbing questions about the intellectual standards in play here. Note, for example, that we demand much more of our freshman students in the papers they write for our introductory courses. They must provide a rational defense of their conclusions in order to receive a good grade. One would think that as much or more would be required of one who would presume to determine unilaterally that a specific text should be removed from Indiana classrooms.


Similarly, what is the significance of the fact that none of his four email correspondents asked any critical questions or raised any concerns in response to Daniels’s demands? Note that none asked for supporting evidence, or examples, or a detailed explanation of what was wrong with Zinn’s book. (Are we to think that all of them had read it themselves?) None asked how or why, if the book were really that bad, it had become “the textbook of choice in high schools and colleges around the country.” None asked why the judgment of Daniels, who is not a historian, should be assumed to be superior to that of history professors and other teachers who specialize in teaching history. Note, further, that these are rather obvious questions—the sort that any at least minimally rational person would be inclined to ask.


While some might defend Daniels on the grounds that his concern for education is admirable, it must nonetheless be pointed out that he pursues that interest in an autocratic, undemocratic way. He asks no questions of others who might disagree with him, makes no attempt to address their concerns, and engages in no public process of inquiry into the merits of using Zinn’s text, but rather simply decides, completely on his own, that Indiana must “get rid of” it, and that his subordinates are to “disqualify” it.


It is worth noting, in this connection, the precise wording of the proposal that Daniels authorized when he said, “Go for it. Disqualify propaganda.” David Shane proposed a plan “quietly” to do “a ‘what’s needed’ list (subject matter knowledge plus results-focused pedagogy) & then ‘survey’ each of the major institutions & see how it matches up. Would force to daylight a lot of the excrement” (emphasis added). But why would anyone with the slightest concern for democracy propose (or approve) undertaking such a project “quietly”? Shouldn’t such an effort be carried out publicly, with input from teachers solicited, and different points of view given careful consideration? One suspects that the point of proceeding “quietly” is precisely to prevent those who disagree with the education views of Daniels and his team from having a chance to be heard. And what legitimate reason could there possibly be for putting the word “survey” in quotation marks? Is the implication that no genuine fact-finding effort would be undertaken, but rather that the word “survey” would be used simply to provide cover for an attempt to suppress the teaching of ideas that Daniels disliked?


Those familiar with Daniels’s writings might also wonder how his actions in this case can be squared with the views he advocates in his book, Keeping the Republic: Saving America by Trusting Americans (KTR). There he decries the “steady decline in freedom” that he sees as resulting from the activities of government bureaucrats, who “try to regulate every aspect of our lives.” Daniels speaks disdainfully of the claim of superior expertise that he finds to be implicit in their actions. Indeed, he sarcastically calls such bureaucrats “our Benevolent Betters,” and argues at length—indeed, as the subtitle suggests, this is one of the major themes of his book—that we would be much freer, and much better off, if we trusted Americans to go about their business without such meddling (KTR 60–2, 72–4, 156, 214, 221).10 Well then, why not leave history teachers alone and let them decide what to teach? Why should Daniels, by his own logic, not be condemned as a meddling, freedom-destroying “Benevolent Better”—one who arrogantly assumes that his judgment is superior to that of the good folks who teach history in Indiana, and who, even more arrogantly, attempts to impose that judgment unilaterally, by force, and without even bothering first to consult those professionals whose judgment he would overturn?


While Daniels has not, to my knowledge, offered any explanation of how his attempt to ban Zinn can be reconciled with his critique of “our Benevolent Betters,” presumably he would base his defense on an appeal to his responsibility as governor to oversee public education.11 But surely such responsibility does not entail that a governor should intervene at the micro-level, such as in choosing textbooks, any more than a CEO of a hospital should dictate to surgeons what surgical techniques they should use or the owner of a baseball team should tell the pitching coach how to teach pitching.


And such meddling is rendered all the more troubling when the meddler displays a defective grasp of the activity over which he insists on asserting his authority. Such is the case with Daniels’s dubious claim, for which he offers no evidence, that the assigning of Zinn’s work amounts to a “force-feeding” of his theories and conclusions, as if teachers and students were incapable of engaging Zinn’s claims thoughtfully and critically. Indeed, the comparison of reading to eating betrays a serious misunderstanding of the nature of education. When a person eats something, the food produces effects in the body, but the eater plays no active role in this process beyond the act of eating itself. Once the food is in the body, the eater exerts no control over the results. But reading, in quite radical contrast, calls for constant interaction between the reader and the text. The reader’s rationality is continually engaged, as he or she interprets the text, assesses its cogency, evaluates its significance, and, in general, considers how to respond to it. Reading is not like eating, and assigning a text is not at all the same thing as “force-feeding” it to one’s student. No competent teacher encourages a passive approach to reading, in which the process of learning is analogous to digestion.


Similarly disturbing questions of competence are raised by Daniels’s implicit claim to know, based solely on the title of an Indiana University course (“Social Movements in Modern America: Labor, Civil Rights, and Feminism”) and on Scott Jenkins’s incomplete, undetailed, one-sentence description of its reading list, that the course will be “crap,” that “no student will be better taught because someone sat through this session,” and that the seminar “should not be accepted for any credit by the state.” Wouldn’t one, at a bare minimum, need to know a few more details about the course contents, and about how it would be taught, to be in a position to make such sweeping judgments competently?


And matters only get worse for Daniels when we turn to his later statements, those that he issued following the disclosure of the emails and the ensuing criticism. First of all, how can it be seriously maintained that Daniels’s emails “had nothing to do with higher education at all”? His initial email, in which he inquired as to how to “get rid of Zinn’s book,” so that it “is not in use anywhere in Indiana,” mentioned both high schools and colleges, and drew no distinction between them. Then, the one class that was specifically discussed during his subsequent exchange with his subordinates was a course offered at Indiana University, not at a K-12 school. It was in connection with this university course that Daniels had instructed his colleagues to “Go for it. Disqualify propaganda.” It is noteworthy, in this connection that, according to Associated Press reporter, Tom LoBianco, in Daniels’s meeting with the press following the publication of his emails he “declined to speak with the AP. Neither he nor his spokesperson replied to questions about his statement’s focus on K-12 classrooms despite the emails’ references to classes taught at the state’s public universities” (DDT).


Indeed, Daniels has offered very little by way of explanation of, or support for, his after-the-fact interpretation of his emails as having been concerned only with K-12 education. Rather, for the most part he has simply asserted, in effect asking us to take his word for it, that when he instructed state education officials in 2010 to make sure that Zinn’s history text was “not in use anywhere” in the state, he was talking solely about middle school classrooms, rather than universities, that his “only concern in two e-mail questions years ago was what was being taught to middle school children in their formative lessons in American history,” and that his “questions expressed no interest in higher education” (RPF).


Standing in the way of this interpretation is the simple fact that if Daniels had wanted to communicate that his concerns were confined to questions of what is taught at the middle school level, it would have been quite easy for him to communicate that limitation clearly. Instead, he quoted a claim that Zinn’s book was “the textbook of choice in high schools and colleges around the country” (emphasis added); then, just two sentences later, asked whether it is “in use anywhere in Indiana” (emphasis added); and then, in the next sentence, asked how, if it is in use, we can “get rid of it.” In the absence of any clarifying or qualifying statement saying otherwise, wouldn’t any reasonable reader infer that Daniels’s questions pertained to high school- and college-level education, at least as much as to any level that is not mentioned at all—such as that of middle school? Indeed, if Daniels were trying to communicate by these utterances that his concerns were confined to the middle school arena, wouldn’t he have to be judged, at least in this instance, as having been extraordinarily inarticulate? Given that Daniels, for all his other faults, is certainly not inarticulate, does not this consideration speak against his after-the-fact explanation of his intent in the emails? Indeed, doesn’t it strongly suggest that this explanation is a prime example of “revisionist history”?


And this problem is exacerbated by the fact that Daniels’s explanation obviously conflicts with the entire remainder of the email exchange following his initial salvo, since that discussion was devoted, first, to a university course, and then to a review of university courses statewide. For at no time during that discussion did Daniels say anything like, “wait a minute—why are we talking about university courses? My only concern is about impressionable middle-schoolers. Let’s get back on track!” Instead he said, specifically in reference to university courses, “Go for it. Disqualify propaganda.”


Another puzzling feature of Daniels’s after-the-fact commentary on his initial emails is the utterly inappropriate tone he has adopted in his criticism of the original Associated Press article in which their contents were first disclosed. For Daniels’s claims about the intended meaning of those emails are tenable only on the assumption that he had rather miserably failed to make his meaning clear during the initial email exchange. Accordingly, in attempting to set the record straight, he should have taken responsibility for the (alleged) misunderstanding and said something like, “I would like to correct the false impression created by the imprecise and misleading language of my emails.” But instead, he began his response to the AP article this way: “I would like to respond to a muddled and misleading article that has been in the media this week. If the article were an accurate representation of my actions, I would be the first to agree with the many concerns I have heard” (SPD). Similarly, in interviews with reporters conducted at Purdue, Daniels called the AP report “unfair and erroneous” (DDT). If Daniels’s claims about his intended meaning are true, then the report is, indeed, erroneous. But since the error would, on that assumption, have been entirely due to his own inarticulateness, it is hard to see how he could make a case that the report was unfair.


Similarly disturbing is a statement that the Purdue Board of Trustees issued in support of Daniels: “What we see [in the AP article] is a complete misrepresentation of President Daniels’ views and concerns. The exchange had nothing to do with academic freedom or censorship. Rather, it had to do with concerns over what is being taught in Indiana’s K-12 public schools. … The board rejects as totally misleading the original article and reaffirms its unanimous and complete support of President Daniels.”12 Naturally, the Board offered no explanation as to how its interpretation could be squared with the plain meaning of the words in Daniels’s email communications. Nor did it address the obvious point that Daniels would have a clear motive, when offering his after-the-fact interpretation of the meaning of those words, to ward off criticism from the university constituency with which he must deal in his capacity as the president of Purdue University. For recall that his Zinn emails, written when he was governor of Indiana, rather than president of Purdue University, had not been intended for public consumption, but rather had been issued privately, and to his like-minded subordinates, with no expectation that they would ever be viewed by, and have to be defended to, anyone who did not share his political stance.


Like the Board of Trustees, Daniels has, for the most part, declined to explain his bizarre interpretation of the meaning of his initial emails, preferring instead simply to assert it on his authority as their author, and to imply that his critics are malicious, unfair, and incapable of reading. But to be fair, it should be pointed out that he has on two occasions attempted to explain, albeit tersely, why he called for action against a university course, and how that can be reconciled with his claim that his emails were exclusively concerned with K-12 (or, in some versions, just middle school, or in others, just eighth-grade) education. In remarks to Inside Higher Ed, Daniels “said that his concern about Zinn was appropriate because elementary and secondary school teachers were taking professional development courses at public universities that could have been teaching Zinn’s work, and he did not want these teachers—and their students—exposed to ‘falsifications’ of history” (JAS). And he elsewhere asserted that the point of his emails was “only to inquire whether a book I (and legions of other, more expert commentators) consider highly misleading was in use in our elementary or secondary schools, or whether the state should encourage and reward its teaching through professional career advantages it awards as ‘professional development’” (RPF, emphasis added). So now we have something of an explanation from Daniels as to how he can inquire about, and meddle in, university courses, and yet still maintain that such actions “ha[ve] nothing to do with higher education at all,” that his questions “expressed no interest in higher education,” and that his “only concern in two e-mail questions years ago was what was being taught to middle school children in their formative lessons in American history.” The explanation, evidently, is that the university courses interested him, not for their own sake, but rather only insofar as they might ultimately affect middle school education. Elementary and secondary school teachers who are “exposed” in university courses to Zinn’s “falsifications” of history might then pass on those falsifications to their students, especially if the teachers are encouraged and rewarded for taking such courses by receiving professional development credit. Therefore, by Daniels’s unique logic (fully backed by the Purdue Board of Trustees), calling for the “getting rid of” or the “disqualification” of Zinn’s text from university courses has nothing at all to do with those same university courses, because the underlying reason for such actions is unrelated to any concern about university education itself, but rather is based on the worry that the taking of such university courses might lead to bad results in middle school education.


But this argument obviously lacks cogency and serves only to create more problems for Daniels’s position. First, it is fallacious to attempt to reduce intent or interest to ultimate goals, and to deny that these categories also apply to the instruments used to achieve those goals. If I were to torture you during an interrogation, with the intent of persuading you to reveal information that you would otherwise refuse to divulge, it would be absurd for me to claim that I had “no interest” in hurting you, since my motive in torturing you is not sadism, but rather is based on my ultimate goal of obtaining the information. Rather, the more accurate analysis would be that I am interested in hurting you, but that my interest is instrumental—I am interested in hurting you, but only as a means to a quite different end. Clearly, it is equally absurd for Daniels to claim that his questions and actions “expressed no interest in higher education.” Rather, his attempt unilaterally to dictate changes to higher education obviously did express an interest in higher education, even if that interest was instrumental rather than ultimate.


Second, and in the event that this strikes the reader as quibbling or as verbal nit-picking, notice the enormously disturbing practical implications of Daniels’s argument. For now Daniels’s many reassuring statements that he will not interfere with teaching at the university level must be understood this way: “I will not interfere with teaching at the university level, unless such interference has the effect of improving the quality of middle school teaching, in which case it doesn’t even count as interference at the university level, because such interference isn’t the ultimate purpose of the action in question, and isn’t based on any concern about university education.” By the same logic, other comforting utterances would have to be similarly interpreted. For example, when several Purdue professors expressed the worry that Daniels’s Zinn emails, when read in conjunction with some of his other statements, might imply that Daniels would seek to overturn the tenure system, he replied as follows: “I support the tenure system as a protection of academic freedom. … I have nothing to do with faculty tenure and promotion decisions and would never seek any role” (RPF). But what if an education professor, overwhelmingly qualified for tenure, and endorsed for tenure by all of the faculty committees involved in the tenure process, also happened to be an admirer of Zinn, and encouraged his or her students (future teachers in middle schools) to teach Zinn? If Daniels’s argument about his Zinn emails were to be granted cogency, there would be nothing to stop him in such a case from interfering in the tenure process, denying tenure to the professor, and then claiming that his action expressed no interest in the tenure system, and did not constitute participation in it or interference with it, since the ultimate purpose of his action had nothing to do with tenure, or with anything else having to do with university education, but rather was ultimately based on concern about middle school education. And if the ultimate purpose/instrumental means distinction is indeed the key to his argument, then there is no need to assume that only concerns about middle school education would justify tampering with university education (and then claiming that the action had nothing to do with university education). The same “logic” would work for, say, firing a tenured professor who criticized a U.S. war effort. So long as such an action was based on concerns about national defense, it could be defended as having nothing whatsoever to do with university education. And no doubt the (Daniels-appointed) trustees would agree, and would reject any suggestion to the contrary as “misleading” and “unfair”—a complete “misrepresentation of President Daniels’ views and concerns.”


Finally, the explanation that Daniels has offered for his concern about middle school education completely, albeit unwittingly, undercuts his rationale for taking action against university courses that, in his view, ultimately harm middle school education. In one of the many explanations of his original emails that he has given after they were published, he claimed that his “only comment was, I didn’t think [Zinn’s book] belonged in an eighth-grade classroom, where there’s one teacher, no critical thinking skills developed, I mean one book and young children, and what the teacher says is gospel.” He then offered the assurance that, by contrast, “Anything that anybody wants to do on our campus is absolutely fine with me, because at a college campus there’s more than one book, and ideas are freely debated, and the students have some level of—we hope—of critical thinking” (WAR).


Before moving on to my main point about this passage, notice that it completely misrepresents the content of his original emails. It is simply false to claim that in those emails his “only comment” was that Zinn’s book did not belong in an eighth-grade classroom. He made no such comment there, and in fact never mentioned eighth-grade (or middle school more generally) education at all. Nor did he say anything about one book, one teacher, an absence of critical thinking skills, or the teacher’s word being gospel. Moreover, if, in contrast to the actual facts, he had said something about these things, it would still be ludicrously false to say that such a statement constituted his “only comment” in the emails, since he clearly addressed several other matters. And since he must surely have known that he had made no such comment (let alone it having been his only one), it is difficult to see how this misstatement can reasonably be taken for an error rather than a deliberate lie.


Be that as it may, if Daniels truly believes what he says here about university classes, then, by his own logic, he clearly had no business interfering with a university course—even though that course was attended by middle school teachers who would return to teaching middle school after taking the course. The quick way to arrive at this conclusion is simply to draw out the implications of his statement that “Anything that anybody wants to do on our campus is absolutely fine with me.” Well, the “Social Movements in America: Labor, Civil Rights, and Feminism” course at Indiana University, the one that featured Zinn on its reading list, was “something that somebody wanted to do [and did] on campus.” Therefore, it should have been “fine” with Daniels.13 Of course, a defender of Daniels could try to get cute and say that his trying to “get rid of” Zinn’s book from the course, or “disqualifying” the course for credit, is perfectly compatible with his being “absolutely fine” with it. But then one would have to acknowledge that all of his reassuring utterances—about tenure, academic freedom, or what have you—are to be understood as not excluding such meddling.


But Daniels’s inconsistency is more fully revealed by focusing on the specific reasons he has given for distinguishing between middle school and the university, such that his interference in the former is warranted whereas it is not in the latter. For notice that the students in the “Social Movements in America” course were not “young children,” but rather adult teachers, presumably with well-developed critical thinking skills, and with no propensity to take what the teacher says as gospel. And Zinn’s book was not the only one used in the course. So on what grounds, given his own stated principles, could Daniels possibly have been justified in interfering? Recall that Daniels had said that he did not want teachers of young students to be “exposed” to Zinn’s [alleged] “falsifications” of history. But this contradicts his claim that such “exposure” is only problematic when those exposed are young children lacking in critical thinking skills. The adult teachers in the course in question should have been able to use their critical thinking skills so as to recognize, and to reject, any “falsifications” to which they were exposed—an exercise from which they presumably would have learned something of value (after all, given the popularity of Zinn’s book, there would be value in coming to understand how other people see the world, even if that vision is defective), in addition to enjoying the benefit of exercising their critical thinking muscles. Thus, if he were to go by his own principles, Daniels should not have objected to the course, and should not have attempted to interfere with it in any way.


Similar problems attend Daniels’s repeated claim that his actions had nothing to do with censorship, that he had “proposed absolutely no censorship of any person or viewpoint,” and that “no one tried to ‘censor’ anyone’s right to express any opinion they might hold.” As with so many of his claims, he provided no explanation, or argument, in support of these assertions. For example, he did not tell us what he thinks the word “censorship” means, so that we might understand just what it is that he is denying when he denies that he proposed any censorship. But such an explanation or argument would seem necessary, given that his actions clearly do fit the dictionary definition of “censorship.” According to Merriam-Webster, “censor,” as a transitive verb, means “to examine books, movies, letters, etc., in order to remove things that are considered to be offensive, immoral, harmful to society, etc.,” or “to examine in order to suppress or delete anything considered objectionable.”14 One need only convert this definition to the noun form in order to refute the contention that Daniels’s actions “had nothing to do with censorship.” Similarly, the Dictionary.com website defines a “censor” as “an official who examines books, plays, news reports, motion pictures, radio and television programs, letters, cablegrams, etc., for the purpose of suppressing parts deemed objectionable on moral, political, military, or other grounds.”15 Since Daniels attempted to “get rid of” and to “disqualify” Zinn’s book, and did so because he deemed it objectionable, it is difficult to know what he could possibly mean by denying that he was acting as a “censor.” One would think that he should have argued that censorship is sometimes justified, and is so in this case, as opposed to issuing the straightforwardly absurd claim that he was not attempting to engage in censorship.


While Daniels offered no explanation for his bizarre claim, I can think of two possibilities as to what he might have meant, though neither one, in my judgment, acquits him of the censorship charge. The first possibility is that he associates “censorship” with such extreme actions as burning books or imprisoning authors, so that he thinks that his milder actions do not rise to the level of “censorship.” But such a position is refuted by the simple observation that there are degrees of censorship, since there are degrees of suppression. The fact that Daniels did not remove copies of Zinn’s book from libraries and bookstores and burn them does not mean that he did not engage in censorship. For an authority to remove an item from a textbook, or a textbook from a class, because he or she objects to its content, fits the definition of censorship, even if the item or textbook in question remains available elsewhere.


Alternatively, the argument could be that Daniels cannot be accused of censoring anyone, for the simple reason that, ultimately, no action was taken—Zinn’s book wasn’t removed from any classroom, and credit wasn’t denied to anyone who took a course with Zinn content. But such an argument is unimpressive, since Daniels did order these actions to be taken. The fact that his subordinates failed to follow through on the order does not acquit Daniels of having issued the order. This point takes on extra weight when we notice that Daniels claimed that he had “proposed absolutely no censorship of any person or viewpoint” (emphasis added), and that “no one tried to ‘censor’ anyone’s right to express any opinion” (emphasis added). He clearly denied having attempted to censor—a claim that is left untouched by the attempt’s having failed.


Incidentally, while, to my knowledge, no explanation has ever been offered as to why Daniels’s team did not carry out his order to “disqualify” the “Social Movements in America” course or carry out a statewide review of university courses so as to “force to daylight a lot of excrement,” we do have his explanation for his failure to remove Zinn’s book from Indiana K-12 public schools: there was no need to do so, since the book was (allegedly) not in use anywhere in the state. But this explanation raises further questions about the competence of Daniels and his subordinates, since the conclusion that he and his team drew regarding the non-use of Zinn’s book in Indiana K-12 classrooms is erroneous. I know this for two reasons. First, in the “Critical Thinking” course that I teach every year we do a brief unit on the evaluation of U.S. history textbooks. One of the readings we discuss argues that such textbooks exhibit a consistent bias in that they play up, and sometimes exaggerate, everything good and admirable in U.S. history, while playing down, if not omitting entirely, many significant events that show our nation’s leaders in a negative light. When I ask the students whether they find this analysis to be accurate with respect to the history textbooks they read in high school, I find that about ten percent of the students from Indiana public high schools, year after year, say something like this: “no, it isn’t, because in my history class we read Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States.” My experience is confirmed (and this is my second piece of evidence) by this nugget from the Zinn Education Project website: “Governor Daniels’ advisers evidently found no evidence that Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States was in use in K-12 schools in Indiana. I guess they didn’t look hard enough. There are more than 300 Indiana teachers registered at the Zinn Education Project to access people’s history curriculum materials. … And these are only the teachers who have formally registered at the site.”16


So Daniels’s attempt to discourage people from reading Zinn did not succeed, and ultimately backfired. For not only were his orders that Zinn’s text be “gotten rid of” and “disqualified” from use in Indiana classrooms never carried out, but the publicity generated by the exposure of his attack on Zinn only served to stimulate interest in Zinn’s work. Indeed, in the wake of the controversy surrounding the publication of Daniels’s emails, sales and library borrowings of A People’s History of the United States soared. When Rob Burgess, of the Kokomo Tribune (Indiana), attempted to get a copy of the book from any nearby library (he tried Kokomo, Carmel, Fishers, and Noblesville), he found in each case that the book was checked out, and that there was a waiting list (a 91-day wait for the library in Fishers).17 The South Bend, Indiana library system purchased 19 additional copies of Zinn’s book to keep up with demand. “A few weeks ago, the St. Joseph County [Indiana] Public Library had one copy of Zinn’s book. Based on demand, the county library purchased 19 additional print copies and four electronic copies. As of Monday, all those copies were checked out or on reserve, with 10 patrons on the waiting list.”18


Nor do things get better for Daniels when we turn to his repeated assertion that his actions “infringed on no one’s academic freedom.” For, once again, just as in the case with his claims about censorship, (1) his actions appear clearly to fit the dictionary definition of the relevant term, and (2) he has offered no alternative definition, leaving us somewhat in the dark as to what his denials mean.


A straightforward, uncontroversial definition of “academic freedom” is offered by the Encyclopedia Britannica:




the freedom of teachers and students to teach, study, and pursue knowledge and research without unreasonable interference or restriction from law, institutional regulations, or public pressure. Its basic elements include the freedom of teachers to inquire into any subject that evokes their intellectual concern; to present their findings to their students, colleagues, and others; to publish their data and conclusions without control or censorship; and to teach in the manner they consider professionally appropriate. For students, the basic elements include the freedom to study subjects that concern them and to form conclusions for themselves and express their opinions.19





Nothing more need be said to refute the contention that Daniels’s actions “had nothing to do with academic freedom.”


As against this conclusion, Daniels offers two arguments. First, he asserts that “Academic freedom, a concept central to higher education, [is] not applicable to K-12 public education” (SAP). Therefore, since his actions (allegedly) “had nothing to do with higher education at all,” but rather dealt exclusively with K-12 instruction, it follows that his actions could not possibly have infringed on anyone’s academic freedom.


This argument is open to at least two objections. First, as I have argued extensively above, it simply isn’t true that his actions steered clear of university education. His “Go for it. Disqualify propaganda” edict was issued in connection with a university course, not a middle school course, and authorized a plan to get rid of “crap” from university courses, not middle school courses.


Second, Daniels’s claim that the concept of “academic freedom” is “not applicable to K-12 public education” is overstated. It is true that K-12 teachers have historically not been granted the same level of academic freedom that university professors enjoy. But it does not follow from this, nor is it true, that they have no academic freedom at all.20 Moreover, there is an ongoing debate concerning the degree of academic freedom to which K-12 teachers are (or should be) entitled. It is not as if the concept of academic freedom were “inapplicable” to them in a way that, for example, a proposed right to shoes would be inapplicable to people who have no feet.


In “An Open Letter to Mitch Daniels,” a response to the publication of his Zinn emails, signed by 92 members of the Purdue faculty and published on July 22, 2013, authors Susan Curtis (Professor of History and American Studies) and Kristina Bross (Associate Professor of English and American Studies) appeal to the importance of academic freedom at all academic levels, including that of K-12 education (in addition to making the point that Daniels’s paternalistic concerns about exposure to wrong ideas is utterly out of place in the context of a university course for adult teachers):




[W]e note that in the original emails you were concerned in particular with a summer institute taught at Indiana University for high school teachers, not students. Surely you don’t believe that fully accredited teachers need to be protected from Zinn, whatever you may believe about children being “force-fed” information that you find objectionable. We know better of our K-12 colleagues. As do all teachers, they need to read peer-reviewed scholarship from across the spectrum and be challenged with points of view that they may not hold; as we all do, they crave energetic, vibrant discussion with other professionals—just the kind of experience the program at Indiana University was designed to provide. And then, as all teachers should, they bring the insight and energy of such experiences back to their own classrooms.


We trust our colleagues to introduce young people to the facts of history, but also to the much more difficult, much more essential practices of critical thinking. We trust our K-12 colleagues to know how and when to present challenges to received knowledge and how to encourage their students to judge such challenges for themselves. And we trust them to decide how and when to use controversial scholarship such as Zinn’s in their classrooms. This kind of academic freedom is essential to all levels of education, whether within a tenure system or not. And we promise you, this kind of challenging, stimulating approach will result in better, more engaging education of all Indiana students, from our five-year-old kindergartners, to members of Purdue’s class of 2017, and beyond. (OLM)





It is noteworthy that Daniels, in his official reply to this letter, does not address any of the points made in the passage just quoted (RPF).


The American Historical Association also issued a statement condemning Daniels’s actions, and did so in language that implicitly repudiated both his denial that K-12 teachers are entitled to any level of academic freedom and his more general attempt to justify his actions by appealing to a distinction between university and K-12 education. For example, the statement asserts: “The American Historical Association would consider any governor’s action that interfered with an individual teacher’s reading assignments to be inappropriate and a violation of academic freedom.” Notice that the reference to “an individual teacher” does not specify that the teacher must teach at the college level. Similarly inclusive in its reference is the document’s endorsement of the idea that “the open discussion of controversial books benefits students, historians, and the general public alike. Attempts to single out particular texts for suppression from a school or university curriculum have no place in a democratic society.”21


Daniels’s other argument for the conclusion that he has not abridged anyone’s academic freedom runs as follows: “Academic freedom … does not immunize a person from criticism and certainly does not confer entitlement to have one’s work inflicted upon our young people in the K-12 public school system” (SPD).


Here again, there are two problems. First, Daniels also attempted to prevent Zinn’s work from being “inflicted” on adult teachers in university courses. But second, and more fundamentally, the argument is a red herring. No one on the other side has ever claimed that academic freedom “immunizes a person from criticism.” Nor has anyone ever suggested that academic freedom (or, for that matter, having tenure—as Daniels has made the same argument in connection with that) “confers entitlement to have one’s work” taught in any school. Daniels is attacking a straw man.


Let’s take these last two points in turn. It is startling, as we will see below, how many of Daniels’s defenders have tried to cast the controversy over his Zinn emails as being about whether or not he had the right to criticize Zinn. It has been repeatedly asserted that the issue boils down to leftists’ alleged intolerance of criticism of one of their heroes. This is nonsense. The outrage directed against Daniels has been based not on his having criticized Zinn, but rather on his having attempted to make sure that Zinn’s book “is not in use anywhere in Indiana.” John K. Wilson, in making an argument that Daniels should be fired, draws the distinction clearly, and expresses, I think, the consensus view among Daniels’s critics: “I believe that academic freedom protects everyone at a university, including college presidents. I believe Daniels should be free to express his incredibly stupid views about Zinn, without fear of any retaliation. But what Daniels did as governor went far beyond expression. He actively suppressed academic freedom” (MDF).22


Even more absurd is Daniels’s suggestion that banning a book from a classroom does not violate academic freedom since academic freedom “does not confer entitlement” to have one’s work taught in schools. From the standpoint of academic freedom, the problem with Daniels’s attempt to “disqualify” Zinn’s book from use in the Indiana University course on “Social Movements in America” is not that Zinn, by virtue of his status as a tenured professor, or as a person entitled to academic freedom, thereby has some sort of right to have his work taught. Indeed, Zinn, who was by then dead, is not even the person whose right to academic freedom was threatened by Daniels’s actions. Rather, the rights in question are those of the professor who teaches the course (and who, in radical contrast to the governor, has proven expertise in its subject area) to select the course textbooks, and of the students who elect to take the course (university course syllabi are often published prior to the start of the class; and even when they are not, they are usually distributed on the first day of class, thus affording students the opportunity to drop the course if they don’t find the reading list to be to their liking). The fallacy in Daniels’s argument, then, is that it misidentifies the basis on which it is established that a particular book has a right to be taught in a particular class. Having tenure does not “confer an entitlement” to have one’s work taught in the public schools. (No one had put forth the bizarre thesis that it does—Daniels was, once again, attacking a straw man.) But being chosen by a professor for assignment to his or her students does “confer such an entitlement,” which Daniels tried to violate. It is as if he were to argue that he would be justified in taking my Martin guitar from me, since my status as a tenured professor does not confer the right to have such a guitar. Indeed, it does not, but that is not the issue. The guitar is mine, not because I have tenure, but because I legally purchased it. Similarly, Zinn’s book belongs in the classroom because (and only to the extent that) teachers and students choose to study it. A politician’s attempt to interfere with that choice is an assault on their academic freedom, just as much as his (hypothetical) taking of my guitar would be an instance of theft.


So Daniels’s principal claims in defense of his Zinn emails—that they were exclusively concerned with K-12 education, that they had nothing to do with censorship, and that they in no way threatened anyone’s academic freedom—stand exposed, not only as false, but as ludicrous, laughable, ridiculous, stupid. What, then, should we infer from the fact that the Board of Trustees uncritically, and without supplying any kind of explanation, evidence, or argument, unanimously affirmed all of these absurd claims?


First, as already noted, eight of the ten of them were appointed to their position as trustees, and the other two re-appointed, by Daniels, when he was governor. Second, Daniels took the job in spite of Indiana’s “cooling off” rule that bars executive branch employees from seeking employment with organizations that do business with the state.23 Third, Daniels’s hiring appears to have violated Indiana’s open meetings law. Though Purdue is a public university, the meeting of its Board of Trustees at which the trustees deliberated over the presidential hiring decision was held behind closed doors, with no public notification, at an undisclosed location in Chicago O’Hare International Airport. In response, a newspaper, the Lafayette Journal and Courier, filed a complaint. But, as AP reporter Tom LoBianco reports, the state’s public access counselor ruled that “simply knowing the meeting would happen at the out-of-state location was open enough. When the Indianapolis Star went looking for records of the deliberations over Daniels’s hiring, Purdue wrote back that it had none, and even if it did, the public couldn’t see them.” The public access counselor who ruled that Purdue’s secret, closed-door meeting at an undisclosed location fully satisfied the state’s “open meetings” law, thus enabling the hiring of Mitch Daniels, had been appointed to that position by—you guessed it—Mitch Daniels.24 In light of these considerations, I think it is fair to ask, is there anyone in the state of Indiana or on the Board of Trustees who is independent of him, and capable of holding him accountable for his actions?


In any case, let’s move on to Daniels’s case against Zinn. Certainly Daniels has provided plenty by way of name-calling and summary judgment. In referring to Zinn and/or his work, he has used such words and phrases as “terrible,” “anti-American,” “execrable,” “anti-factual,” “disinformation,” “misstates American history on every page,” “totally false,” “crap,” “fraud,” “biased,” and “purposely falsified,” and claimed that Zinn’s work is on a par with theories that have been decisively refuted and discredited (phrenology and Lysenkoism) and with a book (The Protocols of the Elders of Zion) that has been exposed as an anti-Semitic hoax. But what arguments does Daniels give in support of these harsh judgments? So far as I can see, he has offered only three. The first is an appeal to the authority of professional historians, as in his claim that Zinn “has been criticized all across the ideological spectrum,” that “no one credible defended his versions of history,” and that Daniels’s own evaluation of Zinn reflects the “overwhelming judgment of historians.” The second is that Zinn “admits” to being “a biased writer.” The third is that Zinn’s critique of “objectivity” allegedly undermines “the foundations of Purdue’s entire research enterprise.” Since a response to the latter two arguments requires a substantive engagement with Zinn’s writings (something we never get from Daniels), we will have to put off considering those arguments until we have had a chance to discuss Zinn’s historical and theoretical work in some detail. Accordingly, we will confine our attention here to the first argument.


The main generic problem with arguing by means of an appeal to authority is that such arguments are frustratingly indirect. Truth is determined by a reasoned examination of the relevant evidence. But here what we get is not a confrontation with the evidence itself, but rather a summary of what some other people have concluded about it. The appeal to authority therefore runs the risk of raising as many questions as it answers. Instead of asking whether the evidence truly supports a given conclusion, we are instead left to wonder whether or not the authorities consulted who have reached that conclusion have done so based on an adequate appraisal of that evidence. Our attention is thus directed away from the evidence that would confirm or disconfirm a claim, and focused instead on issues concerning the competence and honesty of the cited authorities.


Another generic problem with such appeals to authority is that, in the case of controversial matters about which there is no consensus, the appeal can easily be countered by an appeal to authorities on the other side. For example, as the letter signed by 92 Purdue faculty points out, Zinn’s book upon publication received a largely favorable review in the New York Times from one of America’s most eminent historians, Eric Foner, the DeWitt Clinton Professor of History at Columbia University, who is one of only two persons to have served as president of all three major professional organizations in the field of history (the Organization of American Historians, the American Historical Association, and the Society of American Historians), and is the recipient of two prestigious prizes: the Bancroft and the Pulitzer. As he received these awards and distinctions after praising Zinn, it can be inferred that his colleagues did not take that praise as indicating professional incompetence.25 And Foner reasserted his appreciation for Zinn’s work in two 2010 articles (ZCH; MIL). Two other historians, Martin Duberman (Distinguished Professor Emeritus of History at the CUNY Graduate Center, Bancroft Prize winner, and recipient of the American Historical Association’s Lifetime Achievement Award) and Davis D. Joyce (Professor Emeritus of History at East Central University) have written admiring biographies of Zinn (DUB; JOY). Other experts who have praised Zinn’s historical works include—but remember that, according to Daniels, “no one credible defended Zinn’s versions of history”!—Ron Briley,26 William H. Chafe,27 Carl Cohen,28 Robert Cohen,29 Blanche Wiesen Cook,30 Merle Curti,31 Susan Curtis,32 Kenneth C. Davis,33 Peter Dreier,34 Ellen DuBois,35 Mark A. Graber,36 James Green,37 Jack P. Greene,38 David Kennedy,39 James Levin,40 James W. Loewen,41 Thaddeus Russell,42 Robert C. Twombly,43 Kelly Welch,44 Henry West,45 and Donald Wright,46 to name just a few. A quick web search of articles on the Daniels–Zinn affair will turn up many other fully credentialed historians who have rushed to Zinn’s defense. Additionally, Zinn’s works have been cited in over 7000 scholarly articles. In the great majority of these articles, the primary point of the citation is to apply or otherwise make positive use of Zinn’s findings, rather than to reject them.47


It should be noted, further, in the light of Daniels’s comparison of Zinn’s writings on history to phrenology, Lysenkoism, and The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, that readers who use any search engine to locate scholarly articles on these items will have difficulty finding any that evaluate them positively, or even in a neutral manner. To the contrary, when phrenology and Lysenkoism are discussed in scholarly literature, they are routinely dismissed as discredited pseudosciences, just as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion is uniformly referred to as a “hoax” or a “lie.” By contrast, while Zinn has plenty of detractors, he also has many enthusiastic supporters; and there are literally hundreds (or, more likely, thousands) of scholars who cite his findings positively in the context of developing their own scholarly projects. Daniels’s analogy is unsound.


The fact that Daniels’s critique of Zinn consists of almost nothing but quotations from other writers raises, once again, questions about his intellectual standards. We would expect our freshman students to do more, and to do better, in criticizing an author, than simply finding some quotes by a few experts who also are critical of that author. That’s much too easy, and proves little—it can be easily done to almost any prominent author, including Daniels’s favorites, such as the economists Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek. To illustrate this point, let’s do it to Oscar Handlin, the Pulitzer Prize-winning Harvard University Professor of History—the author of the nastiest of the anti-Zinn comments that Daniels cited as “proof” that his concerns about Zinn were “well-founded.” And since Handlin’s harsh comments on Zinn that Daniels cited were all drawn from Handlin’s review of one of Zinn’s books, his A People’s History of the United States, let’s limit our inquiry to a couple of reviews, by experts, of just one of his books, Truth in History, a book published by Harvard University Press at roughly the same time (1979) as Zinn’s book (1980).


Bruce Kuklick, Nichols Professor of American History at the University of Pennsylvania, and author of at least ten books in American history, reviewed Handlin’s book in Social Science History (Vol. 5, No. 2 [Spring 1981], 238–9). One passage reads as follows: “I’m unimpressed. His ideas about logic, methodology, and the philosophy of history are unsophisticated; his ideas about quantification and the connection of history to the social sciences are not worth much time. He seems to be a fan of Charles Peirce but his repeated belief that Peirce and the other pragmatists adhered to a correspondence theory of truth is false” (239).


Paul K. Conkin, Distinguished Professor of History at Vanderbilt University, President of the Southern Historical Association, and award-winning author of several books in American history, reviewed Handlin’s book in History and Theory (Vol. 19, No. 2 [February 1980], 224–37). In the first paragraph of his review he complains about his experience of “struggling through Oscar Handlin’s inept, often naïve commentary on the history profession,” and states that he is “sorry that this ill-focused and often angry book ever reached print” (224). Still on the first page, he informs the reader that Handlin “quickly falls into confusion. Rarely can he maintain a clear and coherent argument for more than one paragraph.” Further, “For his purposes he needs an informed understanding of most other empirical disciplines, and in addition a proclivity for philosophical reasoning. He lacks both. His frequent references to other fields … are facile at best, completely mistaken at worst. He glibly refers to a wide array of experts in many fields …, but rarely does he understand the exact point of view of such experts. He displays no bent at all for philosophical complication, for the endless distinctions and qualifications needed to flesh out any clear and consistent position” (224). Still further, “Handlin consistently confuses words and concepts.” “On numbers, Handlin offers nothing but confusion. … Throughout he confuses numbers with objects counted or measured” (225). “From this verbal confusion, I am hard put to know what Handlin is trying to tell us.” “Handlin cannot carry through anything close to a convincing appraisal of Cold War historiography” (226). Conkin later says of one of Handlin’s recommendations, “I cannot conceive of worse advice,” (231) speaks of “Handlin’s confused arguments about the uses of history,” (232) and asserts that “his position is far-fetched and his fumbling defense of it only makes this obvious” (233). Finally, in the concluding paragraph of the review, Conklin refers to “the manifest confusions” that he finds “in almost every statement Handlin makes about history” (236).


While several other similarly negative comments on Handlin could be provided, it should be clearly stated that they would not reflect a consensus opinion on his work. To the contrary, Handlin has a great many admirers, as well as detractors, among his peers. In this respect he strongly resembles Howard Zinn, though one would never learn that from Mitch Daniels.


Indeed, just as Daniels’s reliance on an argument from authority reflects negatively on his intellectual standards, so does his gross misrepresentation of Zinn’s standing among professional historians reflect negatively on his moral standards. To list only experts who are harshly critical of Zinn, and not to mention that many others admire and recommend his work (and further, to assert, as Daniels did, that there are no such “credible” experts), is intellectually dishonest. The “Open Letter” signed by 92 Purdue faculty did not miss this point: “we … note that you do not quote the many positive reviews of [Zinn’s] work—just the kind of biased presentation you accuse Zinn of making in his publications. For every negative comment that you note in your letter, you can find a positive one published in expert venues” (OLM). In Daniels’s reply to this letter (RPF) he offers no rebuttal to this gently-phrased charge of intellectual dishonesty, and no explanation either for his failure to acknowledge the professional historians who admire Zinn or (what is even worse) his false claim that there are none.


He does offer something of a reply to the letter’s claim that there are as many positive as negative comments on Zinn in professional books and journals: “I do respectfully disagree that Prof. Zinn’s work is as widely accepted or as mainstream as you portray it. By his own avowal, it expresses his biases in what it includes and just as notably in what it omits. That is why it has been criticized all across the ideological spectrum.” I would offer four points in response.


(1) Daniels’s comment is non-responsive. The faculty did not deny that Zinn has been widely criticized. No one has claimed that he is uncontroversial. Rather, the faculty’s assertion was that he is widely praised, and every bit as much as he is also, admittedly, widely criticized. This claim is obviously left completely untouched by the (reiterated) observation that he is widely criticized.


(2) It is significant that Daniels cites Zinn’s bias, and specifically mentions his omissions, as the reason for the widespread criticism he has received. This is highly ironic, given that the letter, as quoted in the immediately preceding paragraph, accuses Daniels of precisely the same bias, and implicitly charges him with hypocrisy, in omitting to mention the praise that Zinn’s work has garnered. Daniels (a) declines to answer the criticism (indeed, he completely ignores it), (b) repeats the behavior (that of giving a one-sided presentation of the critical reception of Zinn’s work) that gave rise to the charge in the first place, and (c) accuses Zinn of objectionable bias.


(3) Daniels fails to explain how it can be that, if Zinn is indeed universally repudiated by professional historians, his book is nonetheless, as the quotation that Daniels sent to his subordinates in his initial email put it, “the textbook of choice in high schools and colleges around the country.” After all, at the college and university level, textbooks for each course are generally chosen by the faculty who teach them. So the popularity of Zinn’s book, at least at that level, must be due to the choices of professional historians. And in what sense is a book that has sold over two million copies not “mainstream”?


(4) In Daniels’s RPF he fails to address the implications of his remarks with regard to the history faculty at his own university. The faculty “Open Letter” (OLM) co-written by a Purdue University Professor of History who specializes in American history, and signed by 16 Purdue history professors, explicitly rejects Daniels’s hostile characterization of Zinn’s work. Moreover, the letter points out that Daniels’s “assessment of Zinn’s work goes against the judgment of Purdue’s own faculty members, many of whom do include his work in their syllabi or in their published research—not to mention historians across the nation and the world.” Now, since Daniels is on record as saying that “no one credible defended Zinn’s versions of history,” does this mean that Daniels regards several of the history professors at his own university as “not credible”? He does not comment on this issue.


But the errors and distortions in Daniels’s representation of the critical reception of Zinn’s work are not limited to his failure to acknowledge the many professional historians who praise and recommend Zinn’s historical writings, or worse, his false insistence that there are no such historians. For in addition, he misrepresents the views of the historians whose criticisms of Zinn he does cite. Recall that when Daniels quotes historians who criticize Zinn, he does so in support of his claim that his own perspective on Zinn is in line with the “overwhelming judgment of historians,” and that “no one need take my word that my concerns were well-founded.” The implication is that the quoted historians judge Zinn as harshly as Daniels does. But while they do indeed criticize Zinn in harsh terms, none, with the possible exception of Handlin, approach the severity of Daniels. They, unlike Daniels, do not issue such extreme claims as that Zinn’s work is “totally false,” or that it “misstates American history on every page.” Nor do they compare Zinn’s work to anything like phrenology or Lysenkoism, thus fallaciously conflating something that is merely controversial (Zinn’s approach to history) with ideas that have been conclusively refuted and are now unanimously rejected by the scholarly community. Even more significantly, they do not call him a “fraud,” claim that he “purposely falsified” anything, or compare his work to The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a work that has been exposed as a hoax. John K. Wilson makes the point clearly and accurately: “Like many historians who write for a popular audience, and who express strong opinions, Zinn had his detractors. But I know of no academic except Daniels who imagines that Zinn purposefully lied in his work” (MDF).


Once again, this raises disturbing questions about Daniels’s moral standards. To accuse someone publicly of purposeful falsification, and to call him a fraud, all without producing a shred of evidence to support such charges is, perhaps, consistent with the de facto moral standards of the world of contemporary American electoral politics—the world from which Daniels came when he transitioned to a leadership role in academia. But it is not consistent with the prevailing standards at American universities.


Daniels’s attempt to equate the opinions about Zinn of the professional historians he quotes with his own much more severe views also overlooks the fact that different criticisms of scholarly works, even when they are strongly worded, admit of many distinctions, both qualitative and quantitative. A harshly worded criticism might, for example, be based on the conviction that there is a flaw in the methodology used in the criticized work, or that some of its conclusions are not adequately supported by the cited data, or that it overlooks something important, or that there is another perspective on the relevant data that makes more sense, all things considered. It need not mean (unless it explicitly says so) that the criticized work is incompetent, or worthless, or fraudulent, or not worth reading or studying. Still less can one infer from such criticism that the critic thinks that it would be wrong for a teacher to assign the work in question to students. And it would be an even greater error to assume that the critic would consider it appropriate for a governor, or any other such official, to order that the book be banned, or removed from a classroom, or be the cause of denying credit for a course using the work.


And indeed, because Daniels made the mistake of including living historians, capable of commenting on his actions, among the Zinn critics he chose to quote, his appeal to their authority ultimately backfired. In an article entitled “The Historians Cited by Mitch Daniels Denounce Him,” John K. Wilson explains and documents this:




In his statement defending his efforts to censor Zinn’s book, Mitch Daniels argued, “Respected scholars and communicators of all ideologies agree that the work of Howard Zinn was irredeemably slanted and unsuited for teaching to schoolchildren.” I surveyed the living historians cited by Daniels, and got responses from three of them, who unanimously condemned Daniels.


Academe Blog posted Michael Kazin’s response last night, in which Kazin wrote that Daniels “should be roundly condemned for his attempts to stop students from reading Zinn’s big book and for calling Zinn a liar …” Kazin wrote about Zinn’s book, “chapters of it can be quite useful if contrasted with alternative interpretations.”


Sam Wineburg took to Twitter to respond to Daniels, writing: “Mitch Daniels uses my work to defend his shameless attempts to censor free speech. Shame!” Wineburg noted, “I have criticized Zinn but will defend to my death the right to teach him. Shame on Mitch Daniels.” He explained, “Mr. Daniels, free societies openly teach ideas we disagree with. We do not censor objectionable speech. Study your Orwell.” As Wineburg put it, “How could I possibly agree that ‘banning Zinn’ makes sense when I assign him in my own classes?”


Michael Kammen disagreed with Daniels’ belief that Zinn “intentionally falsified” his work. While Kammen might not recommend the use of Zinn’s book in schools today, it is “only because it was written 35 years ago and there are now more balanced and judicious treatments of the US survey.” Kammen also rejected Daniels’ view about banning Zinn’s work from professional development classes for teachers: “I think that some teachers might need to know about its emphases because when Zinn wrote the US history textbooks omitted a great deal. Although it is not a great book, it remains a kind of historiographical landmark. Teachers should at least be aware of it.” And Kammen emphatically opposed the idea of politicians deciding what books should be used in schools rather than historians and teachers: “Absolutely not!” (HCD)
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