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History is about interpretation by those who study it and try to comprehend the lessons. History is thus for us the living as only we can benefit from it. Overtime, professional interpretations have evolved. In the beginning of historical studies, the focus was often on the great men, nations, and the winners. History was perceived from the point of view of the powerful. This is sometimes referred to as "top down" history. Succeeding generations came to take a different approach by seeking to understand cultural influences on history and how those ignored by the top down approach (women, slaves, the conquered, etc.) exerted their agency in molding history. This is often referred to as the "bottom up" approach. Today, many historians like to combine the two in order to achieve a more holistic interpretation. 

Howard Zinn was a controversial US historian in that he approached the study from a Marxist perspective which has been used by academics to better achieve a "bottom up" perspective. Marxist scholars understand history in terms of economic class struggles--the "haves" versus the "have nots." Zinn would certainly agree with Karl Marx that "economics is the great engine of history," and class struggle is its gasoline. Those who follow this interpretation argue that most history has been written by the economic winners--the "haves." In the process, they ignored the story of the "have nots" and Zinn wants to correct this by attempting to portray American history from the "have not" perspective.

Read the Howard Zinn articles and respond to the following issues:

1.	How does Zinn's analysis compare to that of the On-line text in Chapter 2? 
How does his analysis differ from what you were taught in secondary school? 
What does this suggest about historical interpretations? 
Does Zinn succeed in offering up the "have not" perspective? How? 
Which style of writing is more appealing to you? Why?

Usually, the classic version of the causes of the American Revolution taught in most high schools relates how the democratically minded colonists were upset that they had no representation in Parliament, and when the English government began taxing the colonists, the Americans rebelled. Hopefully, after studying the material, everyone understands that it was much more complicated than this. As Zinn points out, only a small percentage of folks were actually peeved at England, and the reasons usually gravitated around money and status. Basically, Zinn argues that the "haves" of the colonies were afraid of becoming "have nots" so they led a revolt to insure that the colonial merchants and landed aristocrats remained in power in the colonies. In actuality, the American Revolution should be called the War of the English Merchants. The North American colonial merchants were upset that the merchants back in England had more direct influence in the government at the expense of those in the colonies who had none, and after all, Parliament was the representative of the merchant class. Zinn attempts to explain how, after the war, the colonial elites then created a government that preserved their status while at the same time allowing just enough protection of the lower classes so as to gain their support.

2. 	Does Zinn offer a convincing argument that the American Revolution was orchestrated by the colonial elites who attempted to preserve their own status rather than a popular uprising against a tyrannical England? 
Apply Zinn's analysis to our situation today. 
Who/what are the "haves" today and who has more influence with the system--the elites (be they individuals or entities, like corporations or unions) or individual citizens? 
Based on your answer, justify whether our system should or should not be called a "democracy." 
Does Zinn come across as cynical toward the US system, neutral, or more positive? Explain.
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