Excerpts from The People s History of America, Chapter One: “Columbus, The
Indians, and Human Progress,” by Howard Zinn

“The history of any country, presented as the history of a family, conceals fierce
conflicts of interest (sometimes exploding, most often repressed) between
conquerors and conquered, masters and slaves, capitalists and workers, dominators
and dominated in race and sex. And in such a world of conflict, a world of victims
and executioners, it is the job of thinking people, as Albert Camus suggested, not
to be on the side of the executioners.

Thus, in that inevitable taking of sides which comes from selection and
emphasis in history, [ 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, of the Mexican war as seen by the deserting soldiers of Scott's
army, of the rise of industrialism as seen by the young women in the Lowell textile
mills, of the Spanish-American war as seen by the Cubans, the conquest of the
Philippines as seen by black soldiers on Luzon, the Gilded Age as seen by southern
farmers, the First World War as seen by socialists, the Second World War as seen
by pacifists, the New Deal as seen by blacks in Harlem, the postwar American
empire as seen by peons in Latin America. And so on, to the limited extent that any
one person, however he or she strains, can "see" history from the standpoint of
others.

My point is not to grieve for the victims and denounce the executioners. Those
tears, that anger, cast into the past, deplete our moral energy for the present. And
the lines are not always clear. In the long run, the oppressor is also a victim. In the
short run (and so far, human history has consisted only of short runs), the victims,
themselves desperate and tainted with the culture that oppresses them, turn on
other victims” (9).

“On their own, the Indians were engaged in the great agricultural revolution that
other peoples in Asia, Europe, Africa were going through about the same time.



While many of the tribes remained nomadic hunters and food gatherers in
wandering, egalitarian communes, others began to live in more settled
communities where there was more food, larger populations, more divisions of
labor among men and women, more surplus to feed chiefs and priests, more leisure
time for artistic and social work, for building houses. About a thousand years
before Christ, while comparable constructions were going on in Egypt and
Mesopotamia, the Zuni and Hopi Indians of what is now New Mexico had begun
to build villages consisting of large terraced buildings, nestled in among cliffs and
mountains for protection from enemies, with hundreds of rooms in each village.
Before the arrival of the European explorers, they were using irrigation canals,
dams, were doing ceramics, weaving baskets, making cloth out of cotton.

By the time of Christ and Julius Caesar, there had developed in the Ohio River
Valley a culture of so-called Moundbuilders, Indians who constructed thousands of
enormous sculptures out of earth, sometimes in the shapes of huge humans, birds,
or serpents, sometimes as burial sites, sometimes as fortifications. One of them was
3 1/2 miles long, enclosing 100 acres. These Moundbuilders seem to have been
part of a complex trading system of ornaments and weapons from as far off as the
Great Lakes, the Far West, and the Gulf of Mexico” (18-19).
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