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PRAISE FOR

DEBUNKING HOWARD ZINN

“It’s about time someone published a comprehensive answer to Howard Zinn’s bestselling A People’s History of the United States, which is the Mein Kampf of the Hate America Left. Zinn was a lifelong communist and sycophantic admirer of Stalin and Mao and the most murderous regimes in human history. But, for Zinn, the real source of evil in the world was his own country—tolerant, inclusive, and free. Mary Grabar has done Americans and the freedoms they have championed a great service by writing a definitive exposure of Zinn’s treasonous life, along with a damning refutation of his dishonest, malignant, and ignorant work.”

—DAVID HOROWITZ, founder of Students for Academic Freedom and the David Horowitz Freedom Center and author of Radical Son: A Generational Odyssey and The Black Book of the American Left

“At long last we have a comprehensive critique of Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States, an execrable work of pseudohistory, full of mistakes, lies, half-truths, and smears. Students and scholars alike are in Mary Grabar’s debt for her incisive, powerful, and timely takedown of Zinn’s highly popular, but utterly tendentious, ‘study.’ Reasonable people, regardless of their personal politics, should laud the publication of Debunking Howard Zinn.”

—PETER A. COCLANIS, Albert R. Newsome Distinguished Professor of History and director of the Global Research Institute at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

“Mary Grabar has produced a devastating analysis of the lies, plagiarism, violation of academic standards, and simple-minded platitudes that characterize Howard Zinn’s bestselling A People’s History of the United States. That Zinn is taken seriously as a historian is sad commentary on the teachers who rely on his fantasies and a terrible disservice to the students who are forced to read it. And, as Grabar demonstrates, it has contributed to a serious and potentially disastrous misunderstanding of American history and society.”

—HARVEY KLEHR, professor emeritus of politics and history at Emory University and author of The Communist Experience in America

“At last! Mary Grabar tells the truth about Howard Zinn’s bestselling anti-American textbook, A People’s History of the United States. Zinn’s book has probably done more to poison the minds of high school students than any other work of history. Grabar provides an overdue anatomy of Zinn’s many errors and tendentious interpretations of the United States as an evil, racist empire. Her book—which should be required reading—is a much-needed antidote to one of the chief intellectual frauds of our time.”

—ROGER KIMBALL, editor and publisher of the New Criterion and author of Tenured Radicals: How Politics Has Corrupted Our Higher Education and The Long March: How the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s Changed America
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To Robert Paquette, fighter for truth in history



A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


There is no historian like Howard Zinn. His cultish following continues to grow nearly forty years after the publication of his A People’s History of the United States, the nation’s bestselling American history survey book as both a trade book and textbook.1

A People’s History is more than another left-wing interpretation of American history. Long before it appeared on bookstore shelves in 1980, historians were writing American history from a liberal, leftist, and even Marxist perspective. In fact, Zinn leans on these histories for much of his material. But their names have largely been forgotten, and Zinn’s stature grows.

Certainly no other history book has taken the place of the Bible at the swearing-in of an elected official. But in April 2019, A People’s History was the sacred object on which newly elected Oklahoma City council member JoBeth Hamon chose to place her hand for her oath of office.2 Similarly, it is doubtful that a district attorney ever cited any other historian’s autobiography in her maiden speech, as Natasha Irving of Waldoboro, Maine, did in January 2019 when she referred to Zinn’s You Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train. She said that she could not be “neutral in the face of mass incarceration. . . . in the face of prosecution of the sick for being sick, the poor, for being poor.”3

Nearly a decade after Zinn’s death, a new generation of readers is picking up his book and experiencing the feeling their parents felt in the 1980s and 1990s of having the wool pulled away from their eyes. These members of “Generation Z” seem undisturbed by Zinn’s use of archaic 1960s lingo like “The Establishment” and “The System.” They identify with the oft-mentioned “struggle,” a staple of communist writing. In an age of racial hypersensitivity, no one seems bothered by Zinn’s continual references to “Negroes,” a term that has been considered offensive since the 1960s.

Zinn is often blamed for the decline in history writing, teaching, and knowledge. Conscientious historians seek to replicate the appeal of Zinn’s book while presenting a more balanced and positive view of American history. Thus, a recent Wall Street Journal column about Land of Hope, a new book by Wilfred McClay, is titled, “Reclaiming History from Howard Zinn.”4 Previous attempts to provide an appealing corrective include William J. Bennett’s three-volume America, the Last Best Hope in 2006, and in 2004 Larry Schweikart’s and Michael Allen’s A Patriot’s History of the United States.

Historians on the Left, too, present their books as more respectable alternatives to Zinn. Harvard history professor Jill Lepore positioned her 2018 book These Truths: A History of the United States as a response not only to “the American triumphalism of popular history” but also to Zinn’s “Marxist reckoning with American atrocity.”5 Before that was Eric Foner’s The Story of American Freedom, published in 1996.

Neither such books nor the many critical assessments of A People’s History seem to have decreased the book’s popularity. In fact, controversies only increase sales for the “evergreen” title that sells “ ‘incredibly well’ ” year after year.6

Stanford University education professor Sam Wineburg accounted for the book’s “preternatural shelf life” by the fact that “Zinn shrewdly recognized that what might have been common knowledge among subscribers to the Radical History Review was largely invisible to the broader reading public. . . . It took Zinn’s brilliance to draw a direct line from the rapier Columbus used to hack off the hands of the Arawaks, to the rifles aimed by Andrew Johnson to give the Creek Nation no quarter, and to the 9,000-pound ‘Little Boy’ that Paul Tibbets fatefully released over Hiroshima in August 1945.” (Actually, as will be demonstrated in the following pages, Columbus did not “hack off the hands of the Arawaks” with a rapier.)

Wineburg noted that A People’s History is “as radical in its rhetoric as in its politics.” In fact, Zinn’s rhetorical strategies are more than “radical.” They are fundamentally and grossly dishonest. Wineburg pointed out the unusual way Zinn used questions—not as the rare “shoulder-shrugging admissions of the historian’s epistemological quandary so much as devices that shock readers into considering the past anew.” In one chapter, Wineburg counted twenty-nine “[b]ig in-your-face questions”—questions presenting two stark choices.

Such a “rhetorical turn” is “almost never encountered in professional historical writing,” says Wineburg.7 By presenting outrageous accusations against America as questions rather than assertions, Zinn attempts to evade responsibility for lying about American history. But he has in fact articulated these false claims and fixed them in his readers’ minds.

Take one example highlighted by Wineburg. In the World War II chapter of A People’s History, Zinn asks, “With the defeat of the Axis, were fascism’s ‘essential elements—militarism, racism, imperialism—now gone? Or were they absorbed into the already poisoned bones of the victors?’ ” Here Zinn is suggesting that the United States is the moral equivalent of Hitler’s Germany. But by asking a question instead of stating a claim, Zinn has cleverly indemnified himself against the charge that he is making Americans out to be as bad as the Nazis. And no wonder. The proposition is as absurd as it is offensive.

And yet, with dozens of such outlandish suggestions and countless other grossly dishonest rhetorical tricks on nearly every page of A People’s History, Howard Zinn has succeeded in convincing a generation of Americans that the nation Abraham Lincoln truly called “the last best hope of Earth” is essentially a racist criminal enterprise built on murdering Indians, exploiting slaves, and oppressing the working man. It obviously needs to be replaced by something better. And of course, Zinn has the answer: a classless, egalitarian society. Yes, what Zinn is selling is the very same communist utopian fantasy that killed more than a hundred million human beings in the twentieth century.

The dream lives on, though, for the young and the uninformed. Zinn is particularly appealing to adolescents who are typically dissatisfied with their elders, believing themselves to be wiser. Many adults look back at this phase of their life as David Greenberg, writing in the March 19, 2013, New Republic, did as he reflected on his own “adolescent rebelliousness” as a sixteen-year-old when he “thrilled to Zinn’s deflation of what he presented as the myths of standard-issue history.” Zinn had “[mischievously” and “subversively . . . whispered that everything I had learned in school was a sugar-coated fairy tale, if not a deliberate lie.”8 Wineburg’s diagnosis is along the same lines: “A People’s History speaks directly to our inner Holden Caulfield. Our heroes are shameless frauds, our parents and teachers conniving liars, our textbooks propagandistic slop. . . . They’re all phonies is a message that never goes out of style.”9

Zinn whispers that the elders have lied about communism, as they have about everything else. And young people are buying it. In October 2018, the Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation reported that 52 percent of millennials surveyed would “prefer” to live in a socialist or communist country. Only 40 percent preferred a capitalist country.10 A 2018 Gallup Poll revealed that only 45 percent of Americans aged 18 to 29 held a positive view of capitalism, marking a disturbing trend: as recently as 2010, 68 percent had “viewed [capitalism] positively.”11 Zinn’s propaganda has been spectacularly effective. His dishonest American history is not the only factor in Americans’ turn away from their heritage of freedom toward communist fantasies. But Howard Zinn has been instrumental in this destructive transformation. The task I undertake in this book is to expose Zinn’s lies. The United States of America—still the last best hope—deserves better than slanders. She deserves our respect and gratitude—and the truth about her history.

Mary Grabar

June 16, 2019



INTRODUCTION


Howard Zinn: Icon, Rock Star

In Good Will Hunting, an emotionally scarred twenty-year-old working-class genius endorses A People’s History of the United States. During his first visit to his therapist, Will Hunting looks over the books in the office and reads a title aloud, “A History of the United States, Volume 1,” then comments, “If you want to read a real history book, read Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States. That book will knock you on your ass.”1.

The message is clear: Zinn’s history stands superior to any multivolume history of America. A genius says so.

Will is a natural genius in both math and history. In a bar scene early on in the movie, he inserts himself into a conversation in which Clark, a Harvard graduate student, is challenging a friend who is trying to start a conversation with some young women by pretending to be a Harvard student. Clark challenges Will’s friend by asking if he can provide some “insight into the evolution of the market economy in the early colonies.” Will, observing Clark’s mini-academic disquisition on the “economic modalities” of the Southern colonies, jumps into the conversation, saying, “Of course that’s your contention. You’re a first-year grad student. You just finished some Marxian historian, Pete Garrison prob’ly, and you’re going to be convinced of that until next month when you get to James Lemon and you’re goin’ to be talkin’ about how the economies of Virginia and Pennsylvania were strongly entrepreneurial and capitalist back in 1740. That’s goin’ to last until sometime next year, then you’ll be in here regurgitating Gordon Wood about, you know, the pre-revolutionary utopia and the capital-forming effects of military mobilization.”

When the grad student begins quoting from the monograph Work in Essex County, Will completes his sentence and gives the page number. As the bar patrons look on with awe, Will accuses the Harvard student of trying to impress the girls and predicts that in fifty years he may “start thinking” for himself and realize that he has spent $150,000 for an education he could have gotten for “a dollar-fifty” in library late fees.2.

In this devastating exchange, Will has knocked down three historians in quick succession—leaving only the great Howard Zinn standing.

Matt Damon, who played the titular character in Good Will Hunting, was a young neighbor of the Zinns in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He and his brother lived with their divorced mother, an education professor, who “raised her boys with a deep social consciousness,” according to Zinn. When Damon was ten, he took the family copy of the newly published People’s History to school and read from it to his class for Columbus Day.3

And Matt Damon is far from the only American kid who has bought into Howard Zinn’s take on our history. Zinn’s version of our past—from the discovery of America (Columbus committed genocide), through slavery (worse here than anywhere in world history), the founding of the United States (white slave owners scheming to preserve the status quo), World War II (the Allies weren’t any better than the Nazis), and Vietnam (yay! plucky Commies defeat the evil American war machine)—is widely taught and believed. In fact, it is becoming enshrined as an integral part of young Americans’ beliefs. And no wonder—A People’s History is taught throughout our schools and colleges. A Young People’s History of the United States—Zinn’s history adapted for middle schoolers with simplified sentences, but the same content—tells young readers that Zinn’s “radically different” version of history was adapted for them because of parents’ and teachers’ demands. But some adults might object because they feel that young people are “not mature enough to look at their nation’s policies honestly.”4

If students aren’t given Zinn’s book, they may read passages from his work in other books—for example, if they check out young adult books by John M. Dunn from the library on such historical topics as the Vietnam War, the North American Indians, and the Civil Rights Movement. Each of those volumes contains extended passages from A People’s History of the United States, which is listed in the “Works Consulted” and is described as “an unorthodox history told from the perspectives that are often overlooked by mainstream writers.” Dunn presented Zinn as a respected historian.5 And there’s good evidence that the College Board, which “is becoming an unelected national school board, setting curricula—and just as important—largely replacing states and localities as the shaper of both textbooks and teacher training at the high school level” via their frameworks for the Advanced Placement (AP) U.S. History exam, promotes Zinn’s version of history by including his books in AP teacher-training seminars.6

For years now, teachers have used a variety of editions of A People’s History with discussion questions, exercises, lesson plans, and activities.7 Many of these activities involve role-play, a favorite in-class activity of the decidedly non-intellectual Professor Zinn. Students at San Antonio College, to give just one example, learn history from an instructor who has adapted strategies from Zinn, her “mentor.”8 I have been to many teaching conferences through the years where Howard Zinn’s materials were promoted.9 One recently retired public high school history teacher in New York City, Jeffrey Ludwig, described how his fellow teachers would photocopy pages of Zinn’s book (which was not on the officially approved list) for use in class. According to a college student who recently graduated from that school, teachers were still handing out excerpts from Zinn’s book.10 Many high school students are subjected to Zinn’s book in class, along with the America-hating attitude that comes with it. Emily Rentz, now CEO of a clinical trials company she founded, described her horrific experience in Jim Buxton’s Global Studies and International Relations classes at South Kingston High School in Rhode Island. Buxton made students read A People’s History cover to cover and write papers regurgitating its points. He also bullied students who dared to express opinions that differed from Zinn’s. The “grand finale” was a class visit from Zinn himself, who had been presented as a kind of “god,” when Rentz was in eleventh grade in 2005. Zinn’s book and visit at Rentz’s high school enjoyed the blessing of many of the parents.11 Sam Wineburg, a professor of education at Stanford University and the executive director of the Stanford History Education Group, notes that Zinn’s book has become the “dominant narrative” in “many cases” and the “only history book on the syllabus” for future teachers.12

Zinn’s pervasive influence is a national tragedy, especially considering just how distorted, manipulative, and plain dishonest A People’s History of the United States is.

It’s past time to take a closer look at Zinn’s outrageous claims and outright lies and set the historical record straight. No other historian has gotten away with as much as Zinn has. Let’s begin by putting A People’s History of the United States in the context of some recent scandals.

It was around the turn of the twenty-first century that a number of American historians found themselves in the news. In 2000, Emory University professor Deborah Lipstadt was the defendant in a British courtroom for a lawsuit David Irving brought against her because she had called him a “Holocaust denier” in her 1993 book Denying the Holocaust: The Growing Assault on Truth and Memory. Well-known historians Stephen Ambrose and Doris Kearns Goodwin were shown to have plagiarized portions of their work. Award-winning author Joseph Ellis was revealed to have lied about his own history—about his service in Vietnam and during the Civil Rights Movement—to his students and to the media. And Michael Bellesiles—a history professor, founder of the Institute on the Study of Violence in America at Emory University, and former “rising star”—was found to have “misrepresented his findings” about the rate of gun ownership in early America in an effort to demonstrate the legitimacy of and need for gun control.13

Irving had never held an academic position or even finished college, yet he had established himself as a historian of “the German side of World War II,” beginning in 1963 with his first book, The Destruction of Dresden. Although some of Irving’s scholarship was respected, much was suspect. His books covered up Hitler’s full role in the Jewish genocide and contained factual errors about leaders, events, and statistics. The overall effect was to minimize Hitler’s culpability and the number of Jewish deaths. When Lipstadt’s Denying the Holocaust was published in England in 1996, Irving sued for libel.14 History professor Richard J. Evans, who served as an expert witness for the defense, and two graduate student assistants spent two years reviewing Irving’s sources, a process described by Evans in his book Lying About Hitler: History, Holocaust, and the David Irving Trial. Irving lost the case.

Goodwin and Ambrose were exposed in the pages of the conservative magazine the Weekly Standard. Ambrose died in 2002, but Goodwin resigned from her post on the Pulitzer Prize review board and took a “leave” from PBS NewsHour.15

Ellis was suspended “without pay” from teaching for a year.16

Bellesiles was initially exposed by Clayton Cramer, who had questioned the Emory University professor while working on his master’s degree in history. After much discussion in professional forums, Emory University finally undertook a three-month investigation. The “Emory committee of inquiry” uncovered “evidence of falsification” and “serious deviations from accepted practice in carrying out [and] reporting results from research.” They found that Bellesiles had “violated Emory’s regulations on research and the integrity code of the AHA [American Historical Association], ‘the standard of professional historical scholarship.’ ” As a result, Bellesiles lost his contract with Knopf and the Bancroft Prize. He resigned his teaching position at Emory University in 2002.17 Ten years later at the time of the publication of his A People’s History of the U.S. Military, Bellesiles was described as a “history buff” and reported to be bartending and working as an adjunct teacher at Central Connecticut State University.18

Meanwhile, another American historian, Howard Zinn, was enjoying increasing success with the book he wrote and published in 1980: A People’s History of the United States. More than a decade after its initial publication, sales were so good that an updated and expanded version was released in 1995.

The book received a big boost when Matt Damon and fellow actor Ben Affleck incorporated it into key dramatic moments of Good Will Hunting, which won an Oscar.

As Irving, Ellis, Goodwin, Ambrose, and Bellesiles were disgraced and punished for their dishonesty, Zinn’s sales marched steadily toward the million mark. In 2002, Zinn was negotiating with the Fox network for, as he said, “an option on the book for a miniseries.” The deal fell through. But in 2008, a documentary titled The People Speak, featuring movie and rock stars, was recorded in Boston, California, Toronto, and at Bruce Springsteen’s recording studio in New Jersey.19 In 2003, a third revised and expanded edition of Zinn’s book came out, and it passed a million in sales.20

To celebrate, Zinn was fêted at a celebrity-studded party in New York City where A People’s History was given a dramatic reading by Danny Glover and James Earl Jones. Zinn, along with Damon and Affleck, was trying to get an HBO television series based on the book. Zinn’s editor said that in his more than forty years of publishing experience, he had not known of another book “that sold more copies each year than it sold the year before.”21

In 2012, Gilbert Sewall, director of the American Textbook Council—noting by then the sales of two million copies—called A People’s History of the United States the nation’s “best-known work of American history” and the “best-selling survey of American history.”22 As of this writing in 2018, it is estimated the book has sold more than 2.6 million copies.23

The enormous sales, though, do not mean that there is universal respect for Zinn’s work. In fact, in the court of scholarly opinion, Zinn’s book is closer to David Irving’s frauds than to an esteemed work of history. Zinn has been slammed for distortions, omissions, and factual errors by reviewers and historians on both the left and right.

The late renowned historian Eugene Genovese was a declared Marxist in political agreement with Zinn at the time A People’s History was published. But Genovese thought the book was so bad that he refused to review it. Years later, he told me it was nothing more than “incoherent left-wing sloganizing.”24

Liberal historian Arthur Schlesinger called Zinn “a polemicist, not a historian.”25

Cornell history professor Michael Kammen began his review of Zinn’s history in the Washington Post by lauding Zinn as a “radical academic and social activist.” But as much as he wanted to pronounce the attempt to write the “bottom-up” history a success, he said he could not. According to Kammen, the book was “a scissors-and-paste-pot job.” Too much attention to “historians, historiography, and historical polemic” left “precious little space for the substance of history.” Figures of social protest and political criticism crowded out influential religious figures, inventors, intellectuals, and authors. Kammen concluded, “We do deserve a people’s history; but not singleminded, simpleminded history, too often of fools, knaves and Robin Hoods.”26

History professor Eric Foner, who had met Zinn a few times and admired him,27 gave A People’s History a mixed review. Two paragraphs from the good part of the review have graced the covers of the book. Those excerpts include Foner’s praise for writing that displays “enthusiasm rarely encountered in the leaden prose of academic history” with “vivid descriptions of events that are usually ignored” and “telling quotations from labor leaders, war resisters and fugitive slaves.” Not appearing on the cover of the book are Foner’s criticisms of Zinn’s “deeply pessimistic vision of the American experience” in which “stirring protests, strikes and rebellions never seem to accomplish anything,” and his portrayal of “anonymous Americans . . . strangely circumscribed” with targeted groups appearing “either as rebels or as victims.” Foner suggested that the problem with Zinn’s book was “inherent in the method: history from the bottom up, though necessary as a corrective, is as limited in its own way as history from the top down.” Zinn gives only a “partial view” of the history he purports to cover.28

Michael Kazin, a history professor at Georgetown University and an author or coauthor of several books on progressive and populist movements, as well as a well-known figure on the left from his days as a leader of the Harvard Students for a Democratic Society (and briefly a member of the Weatherman),29 echoed Kammen’s criticism in Dissent Magazine, a journal for social Democrats that he co-edits. Kazin described A People’s History as “bad history, albeit gilded with virtuous intentions.” That was the nice part of the review. According to Kazin, Zinn’s book is “unworthy of [the] fame and influence” it has earned; he has reduced the past to a “Manichean fable” and failed to acknowledge the work and successes of progressives. Despite containing phrases “hint[ing] of Marxism,” A People’s History is really an insult to the memory of Karl Marx, who “never took so static or simplistic a view of history.” Kazin charged that “Zinn’s conception of American elites” such as George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and Alexander Hamilton “is akin to the medieval church’s image of the Devil.” Zinn’s “failure,” he said, was “grounded in a premise better suited to a conspiracy-monger’s Web site than to a work of scholarship.” Leftist Kazin deemed A People’s History “polemic disguised as history.”30

Stanford education professor Sam Wineburg, in an article in the Winter 2012–2013 American Educator, called Zinn’s history “educationally dangerous.” He homed in on points in the chapter about World War II, charging Zinn with using evidence selectively, conflating time periods, misrepresenting sources, using dishonest rhetorical strategies, and posing leading questions. Although Zinn drew together material that “blew apart the consensus school” of American history of the 1950s, he had substituted one “monolithic reading of the past for another.” Zinn’s history was written in a manner that spoke “directly” to students’ “hearts,” but his “power of persuasion” was dangerous because it “extinguishes students’ ability to think.” A People’s History was a “history of certainty,” and whether of the Left or the Right, such histories invite a slide into “intellectual fascism,” according to Wineburg.31

From the Right, Harvard history professor Oscar Handlin attacked numerous claims of fact in Zinn’s history in his 1980 review in the American Scholar. He called A People’s History a “fairy tale” with “biased selections” that “falsify events”—from Zinn’s claims of a widened “gap between rich and poor” in “the eighteenth century colonies” to his account of the Tet Offensive. Handlin charged that the book “conveniently omits whatever does not fit its overriding thesis.”32 In 2003, Daniel Flynn, then the executive director of Accuracy in Academia, called Zinn an “unreconstructed, anti-American Marxist” and his book a “cartoon anti-history.”33

A 2012 survey of readers conducted by the History News Network (HNN), a site which trends left, revealed that A People’s History was a close runner-up—after David Barton’s The Jefferson Lies—for first place as the “least credible history book in print.” While new editions of Barton’s flawed book have included corrections, the inaccuracies in A People’s History remain. The HNN editors also noted that Zinn received “the most intense discussion” on the discussion board with “some commentators on one end condemning the book as ‘cheap propaganda’ and ‘the historians equivalent of medical malpractice.’ ”34

And yet, A People’s History continues to be a phenomenal success. It started with an initial print run of only about four thousand copies and steadily picked up sales each year, going through twenty-four printings “in its first decade.”35 After retiring from Boston University in 1988, Zinn remained active in the promotion of the book until his death in 2010 at the age of eighty-seven. In fact, Zinn died of a heart attack while swimming in a hotel pool in Santa Monica, where he was giving a talk about using his materials in children’s education. Throughout his retirement, Zinn continued to travel around the country and abroad for speaking engagements. In 1995, he enjoyed a Fulbright fellowship in Italy. He was sought out for radio and television interviews, including on The Daily Show. His book was featured on The Sopranos and The Simpsons. He starred in his own film, The People Speak, and the dramatization of his autobiography, You Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train. Zinn participated in political activities, often as a speaker at protest rallies. With book royalties and earnings from multiple spin-off products—including films, curricula, and graphic adaptations—Zinn was much better off than the average retired professor. David Greenberg estimated that his “franchise was earning him some $200,000 annually.”36

Howard Zinn’s death in 2010 pushed his book to the number four position on the New York Times paperback nonfiction list37 and inspired tributes from celebrities and rock bands on Saturday Night Live and MTV.38 Plaudits also came from former students Alice Walker and Marian Wright Edelman; from Mumia Abu-Jamal, Bill Moyers, and Jane Fonda; from the New York Times, the Boston Globe, and the Washington Post; The Daily Show, the NAACP, NPR, and the Nation; several socialist publications, including Socialist Review; and the American Historical Association.39 In the press, Zinn’s book is routinely portrayed in just the way he promoted it: as a corrective “ground-up approach to history.”40

Zinn’s book has inspired a creative outpouring. The PEN Freedom to Write Award in 2015, in Zinn’s honor, went to DeRay Mckesson and Johnetta Elzie, Black Lives Matter and Ferguson bloggers and activists. A 2011 movie, Even the Rain, about “Spanish imperialism” was inspired by Zinn’s account of Christopher Columbus and was dedicated to Zinn.41 Zinn’s book has inspired songs for Columbus Day.42 British actor Riz Ahmed was prompted by A People’s History to write a nine-part BBC series titled Englistan about a British-Pakistani family in England (American oppression apparently translates to the British immigrant experience of the last four decades).43 Zinn’s memory lives on in loving performances, such as the dramatic reading “Voices of a People’s History of the United States” by Marisa Tomei, Maggie Gyllenhaal, and others at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in March 2017.44 Zinn’s three plays are performed in major cities, especially on the anniversary of his death and on May Day.45 Zinn’s play, Marx in Soho, was a favorite in May 2018 on the two hundredth anniversary of Karl Marx’s birth, enjoying performances in the United States and abroad.46 The “political dance troupe” Grrrl Brigade’s fifteenth anniversary show was based on A People’s History.47 “Monolinguist” Mike Daisey performed eighteen “stand-alone monologues that crib from Howard Zinn’s . . . classic” at the Seattle Repertory Theatre in October and November 2018. Daisey’s set was a classroom, and each performance focused on roughly a chapter of Zinn’s book. A reviewer saw the lesson on the Mexican-American War.48

In the summer of 2018, New York City’s Parks Foundation collaborated with VOICES, “a non-profit arts, education and social justice organization founded by Howard Zinn and Anthony Arnove” based on Voices of a People’s History of the United States, for the Summer Stage series in Central Park. Zinn’s tract “The Problem Is Civil Disobedience,” from a debate in 1970 after he had been arrested in an anti-war protest, was read alongside works by such luminaries as Angela Davis, Malcolm X, Public Enemy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Maya Angelou. The final night, August 28, was a celebration of the 1963 March on Washington, with actor Viggo Mortensen reading from A People’s History and from Bartolomé de Las Casas. The performance was part of Mortensen’s effort to use American history to “understand the current political climate,” including the “division and ideological rigidity” he believes is being “fomented’ ” by our current president.49

Zinn’s book has provided inspiration for protestors from Occupy Wall Street to tree-sitters,50 and even to sports figures. When former Patriots tight end Martellus Bennett tweeted a “scathing” message about Columbus Day, sportswriter Alex Reimer fact-checked with A People’s History and declared Bennett’s claims about Columbus “start[ing] the slave trade” to be “accurate.”51 In basketball, San Antonio Spurs’ Rudy Gay was reported to have Zinn’s book on his reading list as a result of the recommendation of Cam Hodges, the team’s player development assistant.52 One Arizona teacher read passages from Zinn’s chapter on the Great Depression aloud to her seventh grade class before participating in a teacher walkout (she sees parallels between her condition and fruit-pickers of that era).53

When the successful Hamilton touring group in the spring of 2018 did a statewide student workshop in Utah on “rapping” history in the manner of the Broadway hit, the student playing King George recommended A People’s History.54 In November 2017, the fourth annual Howard Zinn Book Fair at City College in San Francisco featured such sessions as “Teaching Children About the Resistance,” “Releasing Our Radical Imaginations: A Conversation on Movement Building in the Age of Trump” (featuring Weatherman cofounder Bill Ayers), “Teaching the Hidden History of Reconstruction in High School,” and “100 Years of Struggle for Sex Workers’ Rights in the Bay Area.” They were held in rooms named after Howard Zinn and his heroes, including Emma Goldman and Fred Hampton.55

Clearly, Zinn’s influence extends beyond history departments. At the University of Southern California, Viet Thanh Nguyen—the Aerol Arnold chair of English and professor of English, comparative literature, American studies, and ethnicity—claims that high school students should read A People’s History as a “corrective” to the history of the “dominant and the powerful” (along with Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl for insights on the #MeToo movement and “intersectional thinking”).56 Zinn’s Marx in Soho was performed at Grand Valley State University in February 201857 and also at Carleton College, sponsored by Carleton’s economics department.58 In February 2017, a suburban Chicago school held an all-day attendance-mandatory seminar on “today’s struggle for civil rights” that included a workshop titled “A People’s History of Chicago” and described as “in the tradition of Howard Zinn.”59

In September 2018, I attended a lecture on “A People’s History of Utica” by Brandon Dunn, an adjunct faculty member of the history department at Mohawk Valley Community College. The room was packed with adults and teenagers. In the audience was Dunn’s high school history teacher, Jeffrey Gressler, whom he credited with introducing him to Zinn and his “history from below.” Dunn opened by projecting an image of Zinn and his now famous quotation: “Civil disobedience is not our problem. Our problem is civil obedience. . . .” Dunn had given the same talk in January 2018.60 Spin-off books—such as A People’s History of the Civil War, A People’s History of Poverty in America, and A People’s Art History of the United States, to which Zinn lent his name as series editor for a percentage of the royalties—are published by the New Press. And a book by a former Zinn student, now a history and philosophy professor at Purdue University, claims that Zinn’s detractors (including yours truly) are plagued by “Zinnophobia”!61

By the turn of the twenty-first century, Zinn’s book had become a status marker for radicals; it was featured as such in the 2017 movie Lady Bird, a “loosely autobiographical coming-of-age tale” set in the post-9/11 period. One of the heroine’s “romantic interests,” a seventeen-year-old boy named Kyle, “asserts his radical status by rolling his own cigarettes and toting Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States.”62 As Sam Wineburg has observed, Zinn “speaks directly to our inner Holden Caulfield,” the cynical teenage protagonist of The Catcher in the Rye.63 And just as J. D. Salinger’s novel has earned a place as a favorite among adolescents since its publication in 1951, Zinn’s “history” has appealed to adolescents since 1980.

Zinn’s more than twenty books are ubiquitous on bookstore shelves—especially in college towns, where they are likely to be featured as staff picks. Zinn’s history is guaranteed to be in stock at almost any bookstore, as it is at my local Barnes & Noble. There is even a Zinn for Beginners—as well as graphic adaptations, such as A People’s History of American Empire.

Through the nonprofit Zinn Education Project (ZEP)—a collaborative effort with Rethinking Schools and Teaching for Change—Zinn’s book and dozens of spin-off books, documentaries, role-playing activities, and lessons about Reconstruction, the 1921 Tulsa race riot, taking down “racist” statues, the “FBI’s War on the Black Freedom Movement,” the “Civil Rights Movement” (synonymous with the Black Panthers), the Black Panther Ten Point Program, “environmental racism,” and other events that provide evidence of a corrupt U.S. regime are distributed in schools across the country. According to a September 2018 ZEP website post, “Close to 84,000 teachers have signed up to access” ZEP’s history lessons and “at least 25 more sign up every day.” Alison Kysia, a writer for ZEP who specializes in “A People’s History of Muslims in the United States” and who taught at Northern Virginia Community College, used Zinn’s book in her classes and defended it for its “consciousness-raising power.”64 ZEP sends organizers to give workshops to librarians and teachers on such topics as the labor movement, the environment and climate change, “Islamophobia,” and “General Approaches to Teaching People’s History” (with full or partial costs borne by the schools!). In 2017, workshops were given in six states, Washington, D.C., and Vancouver, Canada.65

In a particularly disturbing development, the Zinn lesson on Reconstruction is going to be taught throughout the state of South Carolina, partly in response to pressure from the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC). Victoria Smalls, a “veteran public historian who has worked for Charleston’s planned International African American Museum and Saint Helena Island’s Penn Center,” became “the first state organizer” for the initiative.66 Adam Sanchez’s lead article gives some indication about how Reconstruction will be taught with the lesson plans: “Every day seems to bring new horrors as the U.S. president’s racist rhetoric and policies have provided an increasingly encouraging environment for attacks on Black people and other communities of color.”67

Teaching for Change operates the Busboys and Poets bookstore in Washington, D.C., where left-wing authors give readings, often recorded and featured on C-SPAN 2. In addition to providing curricular materials about Christopher Columbus, the Zinn Education Project offers materials for conducting political campaigns to abolish Columbus Day with sample resolutions for school districts, universities, and cities and specific instructions for engaging students in letter-writing campaigns and presentations to school boards. The Zinn Education Project also goes after funders of competing views, as they did when they attacked the Koch Foundation in 2014 for supporting the Bill of Rights Institute.68

There is A Young People’s History of the United States, but Zinn is also quoted in other books for students, as I learned by checking out books by John M. Dunn from my rural Central New York public library system. Education professor Sam Wineburg writes, “for many students, A People’s History will be the first full-length history book they read, and for some, it will be the only one.” At the 2008 annual meeting of the National Council for the Social Studies (“the largest gathering of social studies teachers in the country”), Zinn received “raucous applause” from social studies and history teachers for his keynote speech. The president of that organization “hailed Zinn as ‘an inspiration to many of us.’ ”69 In 2013, the Philadelphia City Council went so far as to pass a non-binding resolution urging the school district to make A People’s History of the United States required reading.70

A People’s History has been translated into more than a dozen languages, including French, Spanish, Italian, German, Chinese, and Arabic.71 The “People’s” perspective on American history is now disseminated all over the world, including in a former people’s republic—Russia—not by the Russians, but by the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs of the American Embassy, which sponsored the 2006 Russian-language publication of A People’s History.72

Zinn’s name is invoked by college student editorialists at the Daily Princetonian and the Yale Herald.73 A columnist at the Detroit Daily News found words of inspiration from Zinn as she wrote about the mass school shooting at Parkland High School in February 2018.74 When Bill Cosby was convicted of drugging and sexually assaulting a woman, and his wife, Camille, issued a statement charging that “unproven accusations evolved into lynch mobs,” she appealed to Zinn, “the renowned, honest historian” who had noted that the writers of the Constitution had excluded “women, Native Americans, poor white men, and . . . enslaved Africans.”75 My daily Google alerts tell me about references to his name by social justice warriors writing letters to the editor and articles in newsletters—as well as by those who use his name as shorthand for the decline of educational standards and the upsurge in America-hatred. Former President Barack Obama “had a special interest in the work” of Zinn, according to fellow community organizer Mike Kruglik.76

Conservative professors and education reformers fume about the “Zinnification” of history evidenced in new AP (Advanced Placement) standards.77 Talk show host Rush Limbaugh routinely blames Zinn for “Mush Brains” on college campuses and in the voting booth.78 Elected officials try to remove A People’s History from classrooms.

In 2013, when it was revealed from emails sent during his tenure as governor that Purdue University president Mitch Daniels had sought to eliminate Zinn’s book from classrooms, he was roundly excoriated. The Zinn Education Project conducted a fundraising campaign milking the controversy and sent free copies of A People’s History to teachers across the country. In April 2018, the organization was bragging that “five years after former governor Mitch Daniels tried to ban” Zinn’s People’s History “from Indiana schools, the Zinn Education Project (ZEP) was able to offer three workshops to dozens of educators throughout the state.”79

In 2017—when Arkansas state representative Kim Hendren introduced (ultimately unsuccessful) legislation to keep Zinn’s materials out of “public schools and state-supported charter schools”—the Zinn Education Project sent Zinn’s books for free to almost seven hundred teachers and librarians, claiming that donations for the book drive had “poured in from across the country” and visits to the website from Arkansas teachers increased “923 percent over the previous year.”80

Zinn is widely touted as an innovator in writing history “from the bottom up.” As he said, he did not want to focus on military, business, and political leaders, but on the common people. He explains early in A People’s History that he is for the underdog: “I prefer to try to tell the story of the discovery of America from the viewpoint of the Arawaks, of the Constitution from the standpoint of the slaves, of Andrew Jackson as seen by the Cherokees, of the Civil War as seen by the New York Irish. . . .  ”81

Zinn’s colleagues on the Left—like Kazin and Kammen—gave him credit for his good liberal intentions, but Bruce Kuklick, writing for the Nation—where Zinn frequently enjoyed a platform—pointed out that Zinn was far from the first historian to write a “bottom-up” history. “I don’t mean to derogate A People’s History by assessing it as a radical textbook,” wrote Kuklick. “Zinn writes clearly and articulately; his narrative is coherent and thematically unified. On the assumption that textbooks are socializing agents I prefer this sort of text to the usual ones celebrating industrialists and Presidents, texts for which Zinn has an ill-concealed but justifiable contempt.” Kuklick approved of the way A People’s History covered “the oppression of the people” with “eloquent renditions of the destruction of Indian culture,” “rich analyses of the torments of the slaves,” and “long explorations of the misery of the working class.” He liked how Zinn gave significant time “to the study of left and radical politics.” But he complained that women were treated as if Zinn were “a relative newcomer to feminism” and that Zinn also neglected “the daily texture of the social life of the people” and “the people’s religion.” As Kuklick noted, a disproportionate number of pages in A People’s History are devoted to recent history: one-third of the book was “on the last sixty years, one-quarter on the last thirty” (between 1950 and 1980), with fifteen percent “on Zinn’s favorite decade in the history of humankind—the 1960s.”

While Kuklick attributed part of the failures of A People’s History to the “textbook genre,” he preferred Carl Degler’s Out of Our Past, published back in 1959: “Degler’s biases are liberal, but he brought to his task a subtlety and sophistication that Zinn doesn’t possess.” According to Kuklick, Degler’s book covers much of the same ground and should be read before Zinn’s book.82 Out of Our Past had been described on January 1, 1959, in the New York Times as a discussion of “the developments, forces and individuals that have made this country what it is” and of such subjects as “how racial discrimination began and what schools and churches have done about it.”83 Degler had the bona fides, as the headline to his obituary on January 14, 2015, in the New York Times attested: “Carl N. Degler, 93, a Scholarly Voice of the Oppressed.” The Stanford University scholar had “delved into the corners of history” and “illuminated the role of women, the poor and ethnic minorities in the nation’s evolution.” His 1972 book about slavery, Neither Black nor White, won him the Pulitzer. And Degler’s work did not suffer from Zinn’s lack of familiarity with women’s issues. As early as 1966, he had been invited by Betty Friedan “to be one of [the] two men among the founders of the National Organization for Women.” Degler had the respect of colleagues, winning praise from Princeton professor Lawrence Stone for his 1980 book At Odds: Women and the Family in America from the Revolution to the Present and from C. Vann Woodward for Southern Dissenters in the Nineteenth Century.84

Out of Our Past—which is arranged pretty much like A People’s History, though without a chapter on Columbus and the Indians, with which Zinn begins—had received a largely favorable review in the American Historical Review at the time of its publication.85 Vincent Carosso, writing in the Business History Review, noted gaps such as in foreign affairs, but also said that “topics which are often neglected in standard one-volume histories receive detailed and penetrating analysis.” These include “the part played by women, the importance of the changing status of the Negro, and the significance of urbanization in determining national character. . . . ” Carosso said that Degler’s book “should appeal to the general reader who wants a one-volume survey which is sound in scholarship and well written” and recommended it as a supplementary college text.86 Out of Our Past was updated and reprinted in 1970, but today few Americans recognize the name Carl Degler.

Or the name Oscar Handlin (1915–2011). Handlin, like Zinn, was a son of Russian-Jewish immigrants whose Wikipedia page begins by noting his fifty-year tenure at Harvard, where in the 1950s he “virtually invent[ed] the field of immigration history” and “helped promote social and ethnic history.” Handlin won the 1951 Pulitzer for The Uprooted. Stephan Thernstrom, writing for the American Historical Association, described the young Handlin pushing the grocery delivery cart for his family’s business while reading, entering Brooklyn College at age fifteen, and proving himself at Harvard when few East European Jews of immigrant stock were admitted. Handlin’s Ph.D. dissertation became the award-winning book Boston’s Immigrants: 1790–1865, which “illuminated the experience of the common folks who crossed the ocean and settled in Boston” and marked him as “the nation’s preeminent historian of American immigration.” His many books “examined the American experience in its totality,” covering not only immigration from Europe and beyond, but also African Americans, race, ethnicity, the biographies of Abraham Lincoln and Al Smith, war and diplomacy, and the discipline of history writing. He co-wrote a four-volume series, Liberty in America, and also advocated for reforming the immigration system—then based on the national origins quota system—and supervised more dissertations than any of his Harvard colleagues.87

Truth in History, which Handlin published a year before Zinn’s A People’s History, bemoaned the decay in history standards as New Left historians—including William Appleman Williams, Lloyd Gardner, Gabriel Kolko, Gerda Lerner, and Barton Bernstein—merged activism with scholarship, sacrificing historical accuracy. All those names would appear in the bibliography of A People’s History.88

Why does Howard Zinn have name recognition—amounting to a status as the icon and rock star of historians—that more substantial scholars never achieved?

James Green, a professor of history and labor studies at the University of Massachusetts, wrote for the Chronicle of Higher Education, “While challenging official versions of historical truth, Zinn assumes a moral authority exceedingly rare in professional academic writing.”89 Unlike his New Left colleagues who got bogged down in quasi-Marxist theory, Zinn made dramatic emotional appeals. He forthrightly claimed to provide a corrective to previous histories, to bring long-suppressed facts to light, and to speak on behalf of the oppressed.

Zinn justified his methods in the first two pages of his afterword to the 2003 edition of A People’s History. He began by describing how he came to write the book. The “circumstances” of his own life had inspired him to write “a new kind of history.” When he sat down at his manual typewriter to type the first page, he had been teaching for twenty years and for as many years been involved in political activism with the Civil Rights Movement in the South and “activity against the war in Vietnam,” experiences that were “hardly a recipe for neutrality in the teaching and writing of history.” He had also been shaped by his upbringing in “a family of working-class immigrants in New York,” years as a shipyard worker, and experiences as a bombardier in World War II.

Zinn claimed authority from his twenty-year tenure as a professor. But he did not tell the reader that after he wrote his book about Fiorello La Guardia while a graduate student, he wrote nothing else that could properly be called scholarly.

Zinn made no pretense of objectivity: “By the time I began teaching and writing, I had no illusions about ‘objectivity,’ if that meant avoiding a point of view. I knew that a historian (or a journalist, or anyone telling a story) was forced to choose, out of an infinite number of facts, what to present, what to omit. And that decision inevitably would reflect, whether consciously or not, the interests of the historian.”90

He claimed that “there is no such thing as pure fact, innocent of interpretation. Behind every fact presented to the world—by a teacher, a writer, anyone—is a judgment. The judgment that has been made is that this fact is important, or that other facts, omitted, are not important.”91

This is the defense that Zinn would regularly rely on when challenged about the errors of fact in A People’s History of the United States, as he was by Handlin and other more scholarly—and honest—historians: there is no such thing as an objective fact. All that matters is Zinn’s higher purpose: “There were themes of profound importance to me which I found missing in the orthodox histories that dominated American culture. The consequence of those omissions has been not simply to give a distorted view of the past but, more important, to mislead us all about the present.”92 And in any case, his critics were just ideologically motivated conservatives. Zinn claimed that Handlin was biased against his book because Handlin supported President Nixon and the Vietnam War.93

In fact, as we have seen, some of the most telling criticisms of A People’s History of the United States have come from the Left. They’re on board with the purpose of Zinn’s history, but they fault his execution. Zinn’s errors are those associated usually with an overabundance of enthusiasm. Sam Wineburg addressed a few egregious points of error, but he joined his colleagues on the Left in denouncing Mitch Daniels for attempting to keep Howard Zinn’s writings out of classrooms and teachers’ workshops.

Left-leaning historians have taken issue not so much with the nitty-gritty of Zinn’s factual representations as with his perspective, tone, and balance. Yet these same historians would certainly condemn David Irving for history that misrepresents the facts about the Hitler regime. Why do the same scrupulous standards that Professor Evans and his research assistants applied to Irving’s work not apply to Zinn’s?

In their painstaking examination of German archival material, the Evans team found that Irving had misrepresented sources and data, used “insignificant and sometimes implausible pieces of evidence to dismiss more substantial evidence that did not support his thesis,” and “ignored or deliberately suppressed material when it ran counter to his arguments.” They also caught Irving “placing quotations in a false context, removing part of the record to a footnote, and mixing up two different conversations. . . . ”94

Such practices violate the principles set forth by the American Historical Association (AHA)—the standard that Peter Charles Hoffer, a history professor and member of the American Historical Association’s professional division, calls an “integrity code.” Hoffer does concede that “even the most honored historians are not always so willing to admit their own biases or so swift in ‘disclosing . . . all significant qualifications’ of their arguments. Errors of fact creep like sneak thieves into otherwise exemplary works of scholarship. Historians are only human. . . . ”95 But Bellesiles and Irving are guilty not just of the occasional lapse from the standards of the historians’ profession, but of the deliberate attempt to deceive, as well.

And how do Zinn and A People’s History of the United States measure up against those standards? These are from section three of the AHA’s “Statement on Standards of Professional Conduct,” updated in 2018. I have broken them into bullet points for ease in reading. The AHA begins by noting the need for “awareness of one’s own biases and a readiness to follow sound method and analysis wherever they may lead.” The rules read as follows:

• Historians should document their findings and be prepared to make available their sources, evidence, and data, including any documentation through interviews.

• Historians should not misrepresent their sources.

• They should report their findings as accurately as possible and not omit evidence that runs counter to their own interpretation.

• They should not commit plagiarism.

• They should oppose false or erroneous use of evidence, along with any efforts to ignore or conceal such false or erroneous use.

Another section is devoted to the topic of plagiarism, which is defined as “the expropriation of another’s work, and the presentation of it as one’s own.” It takes such forms as “use of another’s language without quotation marks and citation,” “appropriation of concepts, data, or notes all disguised in newly crafted sentences, or reference to a borrowed work in an early note and then extensive further use without subsequent attribution,” and “borrowing unexamined primary source references from a secondary work without citing that work.”96

The AHA first published these standards in 1987,97 but historians understood them long before then. In fact, the historian’s aim to recreate the past in a narrative that is both enjoyable to read and accurate in its presentation of fact goes back to the ancient Greeks—Herodotus, born approximately in 484 B.C., who is considered to be the father of history, and Thucydides, born approximately in 460 B.C., who is considered to be the father of scientific history.

These are the standards by which A People’s History of the United States will be judged in this book. The question is not, as Zinn liked to pretend, whether he chose the correct topics to investigate. We will not concern ourselves with whether presidents or slaves are more important. But we will also not assume that a purported concern with slaves, factory workers, and immigrants gives a historian a special dispensation to play fast and loose with the facts of history.
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Columbus Bad, Indians Good

Howard Zinn rode to fame and fortune on the “untold story” of Christopher Columbus—a shocking tale of severed hands, raped women, and gentle, enslaved people worked to death to slake the white Europeans’ lust for gold.1 Today, that story is anything but untold. Zinn’s narrative about the genocidal discoverer of America has captured our education system and popular culture.

Consider what Columbus Day had become by the fall of 2017 when the violent, Marxist-inspired group Antifa declared a nationwide “Deface Columbus Day.”2 The defacement of statues of Columbus with red paint had already become an annual ritual in many places. In the Pittsburgh area, it had been going on for twenty years.3 In New York City, the large bronze statue in Columbus Circle at the corner of Central Park had had “hate will not be tolerated” scrawled on the base and Columbus’s hands painted red.4

And the transformation in Americans’ attitudes toward the man who discovered America wasn’t limited to a few vandals. Besides the physical attacks, there were continual demands for the government to take down the statue. Zinn is the inspiration behind the current campaign to abolish Columbus Day and replace it with “Indigenous Peoples’ Day.” High school teachers cite his book in making the case for the renaming to their local communities.5

In October 2018, San Francisco, Cincinnati, and Rochester, New York, joined at least sixty other cities in replacing Columbus Day with Indigenous Peoples’ Day. Six states also do not recognize the holiday as Columbus Day.6 In 2018, for the first time, Columbus, Ohio, did not observe the federal holiday, with officials claiming that the city could not afford to give its employees the day off. Many articles reporting on this trend cited Howard Zinn’s role in the change in attitude.7 Courthouse News Service, describing the overwhelming support in San Francisco for changing the holiday with a board vote of ten to one, explained, “Social activist and historian Howard Zinn dedicated the first chapter of his 1980 book, ‘A People’s History of the United States,’ challenging the popular narrative of Christopher Columbus as a stoic hero who overcame adversity to become the first Western explorer to find the New World.” The news report claimed that Zinn had “cited evidence that Columbus enslaved and killed the ‘gentle’ Native people he encountered in the Caribbean Islands, leading to the mass murder and taking of land from natives across the continent.” The sponsor of the bill, San Francisco Supervisor Malia Cohen, had written in a Facebook post, “The indisputably horrific things that Christopher Columbus did to the established inhabitants of the Americas with whom he came in contact are #facts.”

Stanford anthropology professor Carol Delaney, who was quoted in the Courthouse News Service article to provide a counter-narrative, informed reporters that Columbus acted on his Christian faith and instructed his crew to treat the native people with kindness.8 But such inconvenient facts are inevitably drowned out by the Columbus-hate that Howard Zinn has succeeded in spreading. So it should not have been all that surprising when on Columbus Day in 2018, in a man-on-the-street interview at the Columbus Fountain near Union Station in Washington, D.C., a man who looked to be in his thirties explained in reply to a reporter’s question about celebrating the holiday that “the guy [Columbus] killed a lot of Native Americans.” He cited Zinn’s “history.”9

Zinn’s work has “affected the teaching of history . . . even in cases where his own materials are not used,” according to University of Massachusetts professor James Green, who noted in 2003 that “nearly every college textbook published during the last two decades now begins, as Zinn did, with the European destruction of the Indians.”10 Zinn was quite proud of that accomplishment. He lived to see the day when—on the five hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s first landing in the New World—Americans were bitterly divided over whether Columbus Day should be a day of celebration or mourning, of pride or of shame.

Zinn’s warped version of Columbus and the discovery of America was always intended to reverberate into American political life, as the 1995 edition’s new chapter, “The Unreported Resistance,” which dealt with protests against military efforts in Central America and Iraq under Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, respectively, showed. Three-and-a-half pages were devoted to Native Americans who connected these “conquests” with the original one by Columbus and protested against the quincentennial celebration of the discovery of America. One promoter of Zinn’s books, the co-sponsor of the Zinn Education Project, Rethinking Schools, sold two hundred thousand copies of a booklet called Rethinking Columbus in a few months. Protests of Columbus included workshops, meetings, multimedia shows, films, plays, art shows, and an opera at Lincoln Center.11

In that 1995 edition of A People’s History, Zinn exulted, “For generations, exactly the same story had been told all American schoolchildren about Columbus, a romantic, admiring story. Now, thousands of teachers around the country were beginning to tell that story differently.”12 So what exactly was Zinn’s new and different story about Columbus, and where did it come from?

In a 1998 interview, Zinn promoter David Barsamian asked his hero, “In the course of your investigations in writing A People’s History, what facts came out that were startling to you?” Zinn replied:

I suppose just as the reader of my People’s History were [sic] startled by my Story of Columbus, I was startled myself. I must confess that until I began looking into it, I did not know any more about Columbus than I had learned in school. By this time I had a Ph.D. in American history. Nothing that I learned on any level of education, from elementary school through Columbia University, changed the story of the heroic Columbus and his wonderful accomplishments. It wasn’t until I began to look into it myself, read Columbus’ journals, read Las Casas, the great eyewitness who produced many volumes on what happened to the Indians, not until I began to read did I suddenly realize with a kind shock how ignorant I had been led to be by the education I had gotten in our national education system.13

Presumably extrapolating from the “many volumes” he had read, Zinn found the inspiration for the dramatic opening sentences of A People’s History: “Arawak men and women, naked, tawny, and full of wonder, emerged from their villages onto the island’s beaches and swam out to get a closer look at the strange big boat. When Columbus and his sailors came ashore, carrying swords, speaking oddly, the Arawaks ran to greet them, brought them food, water, gifts. He later wrote of this in his log: ‘They . . . brought us parrots and balls of cotton, and spears and many other things, which they exchanged for the glass beads and hawks’ bells. They willingly traded everything they owned. . . . ’ ”

The quoted passage from Columbus’s log continues with Columbus’s description of the Arawaks. They are “well-built” and handsomely featured. Having never seen iron, they accidentally cut themselves on the Europeans’ swords when they touch them. The passage ends with Columbus’s now infamous words: “They have no iron. Their spears are made out of cane. . . . They would make fine servants. . . . With fifty men we could subjugate them all and make them do whatever we want.”14

The ellipses in this passage are Zinn’s, not mine. And as we shall see, those omissions are essential to Zinn’s dishonest retelling of the Columbus story. By leaving crucial words out of the quotation, Zinn makes Columbus say something very different from what he actually said.

Zinn began and finished A People’s History of the United States in less than a year, after he returned from a four-month professorship in Paris in 1978. This fact “surprises people and sometimes makes them think I obviously did it in a hurry and didn’t spend much time on it,” he explained. But he claimed, “I’d been accumulating the notes and material, the data, for twenty years as a result of teaching and writing about history.” Once he sat down at his typewriter, “it came very fast.”15

According to Zinn, he gave up on his original idea for organizing the book—by topics such as race, “from the first slaves brought to Jamestown down through the present, do the same thing with labor and so on”—and opted for the traditional rough chronological approach. “Then it would be more obvious that I was dealing with the same topics but from a different point of view, and also my book would be more useful to teachers.”16 Zinn told biographer Davis Joyce that he had started with a “fairly orthodox outline”: for each chapter he would bring into his office the relevant books with slips of paper in the appropriate sections and files on periods like the American Revolution, the Civil War, and industrial development. Consulting these materials, he said he would “type out a first draft, go over it with pen and ink to make changes, and so on, and then type up the final copy. And that’s it.” Zinn considered himself “a pretty fast writer.”17

But there is no evidence that Zinn ever actually made extensive notes in preparation for writing A People’s History. On the contrary, there is telling proof that he did no such thing. It’s unlikely that he even read as much of “Columbus’s journals” or the works of “Las Casas, the great eyewitness” as he claimed. The truth is that Zinn’s description of Columbus’s first encounter with the American Indians is lifted from Columbus: His Enterprise: Exploding the Myth, a book for high school students that Zinn’s friend and fellow anti-Vietnam War activist, Hans Koning, first published in 1976. In other words, though one of Zinn’s radical America-hating colleagues did the initial work of smearing Columbus, Zinn got the credit.

Koning’s book is the source for Zinn’s indictment of Columbus, which is the opening gambit of A People’s History. The first five-and-a-half pages of A People’s History of the United States are little more than slightly altered passages from Columbus: His Enterprise. The text on pages 1–3 of A People’s History—Zinn’s opening narrative about how Columbus cruelly exploited the generosity of the Arawaks—is paraphrased mostly from Columbus pages 51–58. From the middle of Zinn’s page three to the middle of page four, he follows Koning’s pages 59–70; then on the bottom half of page four and the top half of page five, he uses Koning’s pages 82–84. Zinn lifts wholesale from Koning the very same quotations of Columbus. He also includes an attack on the historian Samuel Eliot Morison, just like Koning—complete with references to the Vietnam War. That’s a rather odd coincidence, given that both Zinn and Koning were purportedly recounting the fifteenth-century discovery of America.

The material on Columbus with which Zinn begins A People’s History of the United States is eerily similar to Koning’s work. Zinn’s introductory passage about the Arawaks bearing gifts quotes a passage from Bartolomé de Las Casas’s transcription of Columbus’s log that Koning quotes on page fifty-two of Columbus. Zinn even echoes Koning’s bizarre attack on an aspect of Columbus’s character that would hardly seem to be a weak point: the explorer’s navigational expertise. To see how closely Zinn tracks Koning, compare the People’s History’s description of Spain as a wicked European nation corrupted by the dual evils of Christianity and capitalism to Koning’s description.

Zinn’s description: “Spain was recently unified, one of the new modern nation-states, like France, England, and Portugal. Its population, mostly poor peasants, worked for the nobility, who were 2 percent of the population and owned 95 percent of the land. Spain had tied itself to the Catholic Church, expelled all the Jews, driven out the Moors. Like other states of the modern world, Spain sought gold, which was becoming the new mark of wealth, more useful than land because it could buy anything.”18

Koning’s description: “In 1492, Spain became autocratic, theocratic, and homogeneous. It became a ‘modern’ nation-state. After centuries of division (and religious tolerance), the last Moslem city had been conquered, and in that same year a royal decree was signed that expelled all Jews from the country. What this new state sorely lacked was gold . . . a means of payment universally acceptable. . . .  The nobility, about 2 percent of the population, owned 95 percent of the land.”19

(Of course, neither Koning nor Zinn acknowledges that Ferdinand and Isabella took Spain back from the Muslims, who had conquered the Christians there in 711.)
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