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UNEARTHING THE NARRATIVE: A PEOPLE HISTORY OF
THE UNITED STATES

For generations, the story of America has been told through the
eyes of its founders, generals, and presidents. We learn about the
signing of  the Declaration of  Independence,  the leadership of
Abraham  Lincoln,  and  the  victories  of  World  War  II.  This
traditional narrative presents a steady march toward progress
and liberty. But there is another story, one that is often hidden
beneath the surface of official documents and heroic tales. This is
the story found in A People History Of The United States, a
groundbreaking work that shifts the focus from the powerful to
the powerless, from the ruling class to the working class, and
from the victors to the vanquished.
Written by the late historian Howard Zinn, A People History Of
The United States challenges the very foundation of how we
understand the American past. First published in 1980, the book
has  become a  staple  in  high  school  and  college  classrooms,
sparking  both  intense  admiration  and  fierce  criticism.  It  forces
readers  to  confront  uncomfortable  truths  about  the  nation's

founding,  its  expansion,  and  its  global  influence.  By  reading
history from the "bottom up," we gain a more complete, more
human, and often more troubling understanding of what it means
to be American.

The Genesis of a Counter-
Narrative
Howard Zinn was not a traditional historian. A bomber pilot in
World War II, he later became a civil rights activist and a vocal
opponent of the Vietnam War. His experiences on the front lines
of social protest shaped his worldview. He believed that history
was too important to be left to the elites. He wanted to write a
history that resonated with the struggles of everyday people—the
factory workers, the enslaved, the indigenous tribes, the women
fighting  for  suffrage,  and the  soldiers  questioning the  wars  they
were ordered to fight.
The result was A People History Of The United States, a book
that Zinn described as a deliberate "biased" account. He was not
pretending to be neutral. Instead, he argued that all history is
biased, and the traditional narrative was simply biased in favor of
the powerful. His goal was to provide a counterweight, to tell the
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story of those who had been silenced. This approach makes the
book a vital tool for critical thinking. It teaches readers to ask:
"Who is telling this story? And whose interests are being served?"

Columbus and the Myth of
Discovery
The  book  opens  with  a  devastating  chapter  on  Christopher
Columbus  that  sets  the  tone  for  the  entire  work.  Instead  of
celebrating Columbus as a brave explorer, Zinn presents him as a
ruthless colonizer.  He draws from Columbus's own journals to
describe the brutal  enslavement and genocide of  the Arawak
people in the Caribbean. The "discovery" of America, Zinn argues,
was actually an invasion that led to the deaths of millions of
indigenous people.
This perspective is the first major lesson of A People History Of
The United States:  the  heroes  of  one  group  are  often  the
villains  of  another.  By  starting  here,  Zinn  asks  readers  to
reconsider the foundational myths of the nation. He forces us to
see that the prosperity of the European settlers was built on a
foundation of violence and theft. This chapter alone, for many
readers, reshapes their entire understanding of American history.

The Founding Fathers:

Revolutionaries or
Hypocrites?
The  American  Revolution  is  typically  portrayed  as  a  noble  fight
for  freedom against  British  tyranny.  Zinn  does  not  deny  the
colonists'  grievances,  but he digs deeper.  He argues that the
Founding Fathers were motivated in large part by economic self-
interest. They were wealthy landowners, lawyers, and merchants
who feared the democratic impulses of the common people. The
Constitution, Zinn suggests, was designed not just to create a
new government, but to protect the property of the elite from the
masses.
He highlights how the Revolutionary War was deeply unpopular
among many ordinary Americans. Farmers, debtors, and urban
workers  were  often  indifferent  or  hostile  to  the  cause  of
independence.  The  war  was  won,  in  part,  through  a  draft,
intimidation, and the promise of land. Furthermore, the grand
words of the Declaration of Independence did not apply to the
20% of the population that was enslaved. For them, the "liberty"
of  the  white  colonists  meant  the  continuation  of  their  own
bondage. This complex, uncomfortable portrayal is a key feature
of A People History Of The United States.



A People History Of The United States 3

3

The Underside of Manifest
Destiny
As the young nation expanded westward, the story became one
of  "Manifest  Destiny"—the  belief  that  America  was  divinely
ordained  to  spread  across  the  continent.  Zinn  reframes  this
narrative  as  a  story  of  land  theft  and  ethnic  cleansing.  The
removal of  Native American tribes,  culminating in the Trail  of
Tears, is presented not as a tragic necessity but as a deliberate
policy of genocide.
The  Mexican-American  War  is  similarly  demythologized.  Zinn
argues  it  was  an  aggressive  war  of  conquest,  driven  by  the
expansion of slavery and the desire for land. He includes the
voices of American soldiers who wrote home expressing shame
and  confusion  about  the  war  they  were  fighting.  By  including
these  dissenting  voices,  A People  History  Of  The  United
States shows that resistance to American expansion was present
even among those who were supposedly benefiting from it.

The Robber Barons and the
Workers' Struggle
One of the most powerful sections of the book deals with the
Gilded Age and the rise of industrial capitalism. The traditional
narrative  celebrates  titans  like  Andrew Carnegie  and  John  D.

Rockefeller as "captains of industry" who built modern America.
Zinn presents them as "robber barons" who accumulated vast
fortunes through ruthless tactics, including union-busting, price-
fixing, and the exploitation of immigrant labor.
The book focuses on the bloody labor struggles of this era: the
Great  Railroad  Strike  of  1877,  the  Haymarket  Affair,  the
Homestead Strike, and the Ludlow Massacre. These are events
that are often forgotten in standard textbooks, but they were
pivotal moments in the struggle for economic justice. A People
History Of The United States gives voice to the workers who
fought for an eight-hour day, for safety regulations, and for the
right to organize. It  shows that American history is not just a
story  of  progress,  but  a  story  of  constant,  often  violent,  conflict
between capital and labor.

Dissent and the Civil Rights
Movement
The 20th century is covered through the lens of dissent. Zinn
discusses the Populist movement, the labor movement, and the
Socialist  Party.  He  devotes  significant  attention  to  the  Black
freedom struggle, from the rise of the NAACP to the Civil Rights
Movement of the 1950s and 1960s. But he is careful to avoid a
"great  man"  approach.  While  he  respects  leaders  like  Martin
Luther King Jr., he emphasizes the role of ordinary people: the
students who sat in at lunch counters, the maids who walked to
work during the Montgomery bus boycott, and the community
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organizers who risked their lives to register voters.
Zinn also covers the Black Panther Party and the more radical
wings of  the movement,  arguing that  the nonviolent  struggle
cannot be understood without the context of the threat of more
militant action. This approach gives readers a more dynamic and
realistic view of how social change actually happens.

Wars and the Culture of
Dissent
World War II is typically portrayed as the "Good War," a clear
fight  between  democracy  and  fascism.  Zinn  does  not  deny  the
evil  of  Nazism, but  he asks readers to consider  the cost.  He
discusses  the  firebombing  of  Dresden  and  Tokyo  and  the
dropping of  atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  These
actions,  he  argues,  were  war  crimes,  and  they  show  that
America's conduct in the war was far from morally pure.
The Vietnam War is a central focus of the later chapters. Zinn
was an early and vocal opponent of the war, and he uses his
expertise  to  detail  the  lies  told  to  the  American  public,  the
atrocities  committed  against  Vietnamese  civilians,  and  the
profound  impact  of  the  anti-war  movement.  He  includes  the
voices  of  veterans  who  returned  home  traumatized  and
disillusioned. A People History Of The United States argues
that  the anti-war movement was not  a fringe rebellion but  a
powerful democratic force that ultimately helped end the war.

Why This Book Still Matters
Today
Decades after its publication, A People History Of The United
States remains incredibly relevant. In an era of rising inequality,
racial tension, and political polarization, the book's core message
is more important than ever: history is not a settled story. It is a
living,  contested  narrative  that  shapes  our  present  and  our
future. The book encourages readers to be skeptical of authority,
to question official stories, and to find inspiration in the struggles
of ordinary people who have fought for a better world.
Critics of the book argue that it is too negative, that it ignores
American achievements and focuses too heavily on oppression.
Zinn  himself  acknowledged  this  criticism.  He  did  not  write  a
balanced account; he wrote a corrective. He believed that there
were plenty of books celebrating American greatness, and that
his job was to remind readers of the costs of that greatness. In
this sense, the book is not a substitute for traditional history, but
a necessary supplement. It forces us to think critically and to see
the complexity of the past.

Key Themes to Remember
Class Conflict: Zinn argues that American history is
largely a story of class struggle between the wealthy elite
and the working masses.
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Race and Oppression: The book consistently highlights
how racism and slavery have been central to the American
story, from the colonial era to the present.
Empire and Violence: Zinn does not shy away from the
brutal methods used to expand American power, both at
home and abroad.
Resistance and Agency: Despite the focus on
oppression, the book is also a testament to human
resilience. It celebrates the power of ordinary people to
organize, protest, and demand change.
Critical Thinking: Above all, the book teaches readers to
be suspicious of any single narrative and to seek out
multiple perspectives.

CONCLUSION

A People History Of The United States is more than just a
history book; it is a call to action. It asks us to look at the world
around  us  and  ask  difficult  questions.  Who  benefits  from  the
current  economic  system?  Whose  voices  are  being  silenced?
What can we learn from the struggles of the past? The book does
not provide easy answers, but it gives us the tools to begin the
search. By centering the experiences of the marginalized, the
forgotten, and the oppressed, Howard Zinn created a history that
is not only more accurate but also more inspiring. It is a history
that reminds us that change is possible, not because of great
leaders, but because of the collective power of everyday people
who dare to demand more. For anyone seeking to understand the
true  depths  and  complexities  of  the  American  experience,  A
People History Of The United States  remains an essential
and unforgettable read.


