(Introduction of Howard Zinn for the Historians Against the War Conference, the University of Texas, Austin, February 17-19, 2006)

I am honored to be the one to introduce Howard Zinn to you this evening.  I was told that I could take up to ten minutes, but I have no intention of taking that long because I want to hear him, don’t you?!

I was a young Assistant Professor of History at the University of Tulsa when I read my first book by Howard Zinn in 1967; it was Vietnam: The Logic of Withdrawal.  It was not his first book; he had already written a study of Fiorella LaGuardia’s Congressional career, two books growing out of his involvement in the early civil rights movement while teaching at Spelman College in Atlanta (SNCC: The New Abolitionists and The Southern Mystique), and had edited a collection of New Deal Thought.  But the Vietnam book was my introduction to Howard Zinn, and it was a powerful, even life-changing experience for me.  To help you understand why, I need to say just a few words about myself.

I was born in 1940, so some of my earliest memories are of World War II; I think I remember the death of FDR, and I am even more confident I remember the end of the war, and personalizing it to my uncles D. W. and Harvey coming home.  (My life was deeply affected by WWII far too early for me to remember it–just a few months after I was born in western Arkansas, the government came in and bought out all the families in the area to turn it into Fort Chaffee.  Wars do that kind of thing to people, don’t they?!)  

I did not know, as I grew up, that there was anything to do with wars your country got involved in other than support them.  It was not until I became a serious student of history that I learned there had been opposition to all of our wars.  And it was not until Vietnam that I began to develop first questions about and then opposition to a war myself; Howard’s 1967 book helped me reach that position, as it did for so many others.  I remember before reading it feeling uncomfortable, maybe sort of guilty even, for having doubts about what we were doing in Vietnam.  

That book was revelatory for me, and within months, I was speaking out against the war myself.  To do so was unpopular in Tulsa, Oklahoma, at that time – the University of Tulsa has a Presbyterian background and is deeply connected to/supported by oil wealth, Tulsa itself has sometimes been called the Buckle of the Bible Belt (think Oral Roberts, among others), and Oklahoma has not even voted Democratic in a presidential election since 1964 and is one of the reddest of the red states in today’s terminology.  (Though the state does have significant progressive/radical elements in its past, and I’m on a mission to resurrect that tradition!)  But since that 1967 turning point, I have come to believe deeply that we live in a world in which war is never the best solution to a problem, and that to say that--in general, and now about what we are doing in Iraq in particular – is deeply moral, even patriotic.  I thank Howard Zinn in part for helping me advance to that position.

His 1970 book, The Politics of History, was revelatory for me in a broader way–history is political?! And of course, his magnum opus, A People’s History of the United States, has sold well over a million copies, and has continued to sell more copies each year than the year before.  Maybe he is justified in his optimism; maybe there is hope.  One right-wing critic on the Internet has referred to Zinn as “the most influential historian in America.” Let us hope so!

When I came up with the idea of writing a book on Zinn’s life and writings [Davis D. Joyce, Howard Zinn: A Radical American Vision, Prometheus Books, 2003], I knew I would need his cooperation, so I wrote asking him if I would have it.  “Of course I’ll cooperate,” he wrote back promptly; “otherwise I will appear in your book not merely as a radical but as a surly one.”  Surliness has never been a prominent trait of Howard Zinn.  Even people who differ with him tend to like and respect him.  

Howard Zinn has devoted his career, indeed much of his life, to playing the role radicals have always played historically.  They are always “out there,” speaking out without compromise for the causes they believe in, dragging the rest of society along, sometimes kicking and screaming.  Into his 80s now, Howard continues to work for the moral values he believes in – especially peace and justice.  Thus, his presence here tonight.  Let us thank him for that as we welcome him to this conference!

