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INTRODUCTION:
RE-EXAMINING THE
ROOTS OF
REVOLUTION
THROUGH ZINN’S
LENS

H o w a r d  Z i n n ’ s  A
People’s History of the
United  States  remains
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
influential  and
controversial  works  of
American  historical
writing. By shifting the

narrative  focus  away
f rom  p res iden t s ,
generals,  and  political
elites,  Zinn  amplifies
the  voices  of  those
traditionally left out of
the  story:  Indigenous
peoples,  enslaved
Af r i cans ,  women,
factory  workers,  and
poor  farmers.  Within
this  groundbreaking
t e x t ,  A  P e o p l e s
H i s t o r y  O f  T h e
U n i t e d  S t a t e s
H o w a r d  Z i n n
Chapter 4 Summary
stands  as  a  critical
turning  point.  Titled
“Tyranny  is  Tyranny,”

https://chat.gizadeathstar.com/


2

2 A Peoples History Of The United States
Howard Zinn Chapter 4 Summary

2022-10-17

Chapter  4  dismantles
the  romant i c i zed
v e r s i o n  o f  t h e
American  Revolution
and  reframes  it  as  a
complex  s t rugg le
between  different
layers of power, where
class  conflict  was  just
as  significant  as  the
fight  against  British
rule.
For anyone seeking to
understand the deeper
mechanics  of  early
American  society,  this
chapter is essential.  It
challenges  the  reader
to  ask:  Who  actually
benefited  from  the
Revolution?  And  for
w h o m  d i d
independence  simply
mean  a  change  in
m a s t e r s ?  I n  t h i s
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
exploration,  we  will
d i s s e c t  t h e  c o r e
arguments  of  Chapter
4,  analyze  the  events
Zinn  highlights,  and
consider  the  lasting

implications  of  his
viewpoint  on  how  we
understand the birth of
the United States.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF
CHAPTER 4

Before  div ing  into
Zinn’s  specific
a r g u m e n t s ,  i t  i s
i m p o r t a n t  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
historical  backdrop  he
is  addressing.  The
period  immediately
p r e c e d i n g  t h e
A m e r i c a n
Revolution—roughly
1763  to  1775—was  a
time of profound social
and  economic  tension
throughout the thirteen
colonies.  The  British
government,  saddled
with massive debt from
the French and Indian
War, sought to extract
more revenue from the
colonies  through  a
series of acts, including
the  Stamp  Act,  the
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Townshend  Acts,  and
the Tea Act.
Traditional  history
books  often  present
these measures as the
p r ima ry  cause  o f
c o l o n i a l  a n g e r ,
portraying  a  unified
population  rising  up
against British tyranny.
Zinn,  however,  argues
that this unified front is
a myth. He presents a
fractured  colonial
soc iety  where  the
e l i t e — w e a l t h y
merchants ,  l a rge
l a n d o w n e r s ,  a n d
powerful  lawyers—had
their  own  specific
grievances  against
British  policies,  which
often did not align with
the  struggles  of  the
common people.
The core of A Peoples
H i s t o r y  O f  T h e
U n i t e d  S t a t e s
H o w a r d  Z i n n
Chapter 4 Summary
l ies  in  this  tension.
Zinn  insists  that  the

c o l o n i a l  e l i t e
m a n i p u l a t e d  t h e
language of liberty and
freedom to channel the
frustrations  of  the
lower  classes  toward
British authority, rather
t h a n  t o w a r d  t h e
internal  inequalities
that  plagued  colonial
society  itself.

THE CENTRAL
ARGUMENT:
TYRANNY IS
TYRANNY

The  chapter  t i t le ,
“Tyranny  is  Tyranny,”
is  taken  from a  1776
speech  by  a  young
sailor and laborer. This
quote  encapsulates
Zinn’s  central  thesis:
for  the  majority  of
ordinary  Americans,
the  tyranny  of  the
British  crown  was  not
substantially  different
from the tyranny they
experienced  daily  at
t h e  h a n d s  o f  t h e
colonial  elite.  Whether
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i t  was  the  B r i t i sh
Parliament  imposing
taxes  or  the  colonial
gentry controlling land,
wages ,  and  l ega l
s y s t e m s ,  t h e
exper ience  of  the
common  person  was
o n e  o f  b e i n g
controlled,  exploited,
and  silenced.
Zinn  argues  that  the
Founding Fathers were
not radicals  seeking a
c o m p l e t e  s o c i a l
upheaval. Instead, they
were  a  sophisticated
r u l i n g  c l a s s  w h o
recognized  that  the
British system was no
longer  serving  their
economic  interests.
The cry of “no taxation
w i t h o u t
representation”  was  a
powerful  slogan,  but
Zinn points out that the
colonial  el ite  were
often just as reluctant
t o  e x t e n d
representation  to  the
poor  within  their  own

colonies as the British
w e r e  t o  g r a n t
representation  to  the
colonies  in  Parliament.

Internal
Class
Struggles
in
Colonial
America
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling  aspects  of
this  chapter  is  Zinn’s
detailed exploration of
the  class  conflicts  that
simmered beneath the
surface of colonial life.
He  does  not  simply
present  a  narrative of
colonists  versus  the
British;  he  shows  a
story  of  rich  versus
p o o r  w i t h i n  t h e
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colonies themselves.

Land Disputes
and Tenancy: In
New York, for
example, vast
estates were
owned by a small
number of
wealthy families,
such as the Van
Rensselaers.
Thousands of
farmers worked
as tenants,
paying heavy
rents and having
little political
power. When
these tenants
protested or
refused to pay,
they faced
violent eviction
by the colonial
authorities. Zinn
notes that many
of these tenants
were initially
indifferent or
even hostile to
the revolutionary
cause, seeing

their landlords as
a more
immediate
oppressor than
the British king.
Urban Unrest:
In cities like
Boston and New
York, the gap
between the
merchant elite
and the working
poor was stark.
Sailors, dock
workers, and
artisans lived in
precarious
conditions. The
“Boston
Massacre” is
often cited as a
flashpoint of anti-
British
sentiment, but
Zinn points out
that the crowd
that confronted
the British
soldiers was
largely
composed of
working-class
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men who had
deep
resentments
against both the
British and the
local wealthy
class. The trial of
the soldiers,
defended by John
Adams, resulted
in light
sentences—a
result that Zinn
suggests reflects
the elite’s desire
to maintain the
existing social
order.
The Regulator
Movement:
Perhaps the
clearest example
of internal class
conflict is the
Regulator
movement in
North Carolina
(1765-1771).
Here, poor
backcountry
farmers rose up
against a corrupt

and
unresponsive
colonial
government
dominated by
wealthy coastal
elites. The
farmers
demanded fair
taxation, honest
courts, and equal
representation.
The colonial
governor, with
the support of
the wealthy
planters, crushed
the rebellion at
the Battle of
Alamance. Zinn
uses this as a
powerful
illustration of
how the colonial
elite were
perfectly willing
to use violence
to suppress
dissent from
below, just as the
British were. This
event occurred
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only a few years
before the
Revolution, and it
reveals a deeply
divided society.

These  examples  are
crucial  to  A  Peoples
H i s t o r y  O f  T h e
U n i t e d  S t a t e s
H o w a r d  Z i n n
Chapter 4 Summary
b e c a u s e  t h e y
demonstrate  that  the
struggle  for  freedom
w a s  n o t  a  s i m p l e
b i n a r y  b e t w e e n
America and Britain. It
was a complex, three-
sided  conflict  involving
the British, the colonial
elite, and the common
people, each with their
own  interests  and
agendas.

THE ROLE OF THE
FOUNDING
FATHERS AND THE
COLONIAL ELITE

Zinn  is  unflinching  in
his critique of the men

we now revere as the
Founding  Fathers.  He
portrays  them  not  as
heroic  patriots  driven
by abstract ideals, but
a s  p r a g m a t i c ,
ambitious  men  who
were deeply concerned
with  protecting  their
property  and  social
status.

Manipulat
ing
Popular
Disconten
t
The  co lon ia l  e l i te
needed the energy and
manpower of the lower
classes  to  fight  a  war
a g a i n s t  B r i t a i n .
However,  they  also
feared  that  this  same
e n e r g y  m i g h t  b e
turned  against  them.
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Zinn argues that one of
their  most  important
achievements  was
successfully  directing
popular  anger  away
from  internal  class
grievances and toward
the British crown. They
did  this  by  using  the
language  of  universal
liberty,  by  organizing
c o m m i t t e e s  o f
correspondence,  and
by creating institutions
like  the  Continental
Congress.
Zinn  highlights  the
careful  balancing  act
performed  by  figures
like  John  Adams  and
Samuel  Adams.  They
had  to  appear  to  be
men  of  the  people
while  simultaneously
maintaining  control
over  the  revolutionary
movement .  When
m o b s  i n  B o s t o n
threatened to  become
too  radical—attacking
the property of wealthy
Patriots  or  demanding

more  democra t i c
rights—the  leadership
quickly  moved to  rein
them in. The objective
was independence, not
revolution in the social
or economic sense.

The
Declarati
on of
Independ
ence: A
Limited
Promise
Zinn’s  reading  of  the
D e c l a r a t i o n  o f
I n d e p e n d e n c e  i s
particularly  sharp.
While  acknowledging
t h e  p o w e r  o f  i t s
language—“all men are
created  equal”—he
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e m p h a s i z e s  i t s
practical  limitations  at
the time of its writing.
The document did not
abolish  slavery.  It  did
n o t  g r a n t  w o m e n
r i g h t s .  I t  d i d  n o t
address  the  property
qualifications for voting
that  disenfranchised
the  majority  of  white
men.  For  Zinn,  the
Declarat ion  was  a
br i l l i ant  po l i t i ca l
document designed to
j u s t i f y  a  w a r  f o r
independence,  but  it
was not a blueprint for
a  truly  egal itar ian
society.  It  was,  in  his
view, a promise made
primarily  to  the  elite,
with crumbs thrown to
the  masses  to  secure
their loyalty.

KEY EVENTS
REINTERPRETED IN
CHAPTER 4

Zinn  revisits  several
key events leading up
to  the  Revolution  and

gives  them  a  fresh,
c l a s s - b a s e d
interpretation.

The
Boston
Massacre
Rather  than  a  simple
c a s e  o f  B r i t i s h
aggression  against
innocent patriots, Zinn
presents  the  Boston
Massacre  as  a  tragic
clash  born  from  class
tension.  The  British
soldiers  were  poorly
paid,  overworked,  and
despised.  The  crowd
that taunted them was
made  up  of  laborers
who  saw  the  soldiers
a s  b o t h
representatives  of
British  power  and  as
competitors  for  scarce
jobs  (since  soldiers
often  took  on  civilian
work  to  supplement
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their  income).  The
e v e n t  w a s  l e s s  a
unified  act  of  rebellion
and more an explosion
of  urban  poverty  and
resentment.

The
Boston
Tea Party
Z i n n  a l s o
demythologizes  the
Boston  Tea  Party.  He
points  out  that  the
destruction  of  the  tea
was not a spontaneous
act of popular protest.
I t  was  a  care fu l l y
planned  operation  by
the Sons of  Liberty,  a
group  led  by  e l i te
m e r c h a n t s  a n d
p o l i t i c i a n s .
Furthermore,  the  tea
that  was  destroyed
was the property of the
East India Company, a
massive monopoly. The

protest  was  not  just
about  “no  taxation
w i t h o u t
representation”; it was
also  about  protecting
the  profitable
smuggling  operations
of  colonial  merchants.
The  common  laborers
who participated were
encouraged  by  their
social betters, but they
were  not  making  the
decisions.

The
Battles of
Lexington
and
Concord
Even the famous “shot
heard round the world”
is  examined  through
Zinn’s critical lens. He
notes  that  the  militia
t h a t  f o u g h t  a t
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Lexington and Concord
was not a cross-section
of American society. In
many  towns,  militia
m e m b e r s h i p  w a s
restricted  to  property
owners.  The  poor ,
landless  laborers,  and
indentured  servants
often had no place in
these  ranks.  The  fight
for liberty was, from its
very  start,  a  fight  that
excluded  a  significant
p o r t i o n  o f  t h e
population.

ECONOMIC
MOTIVATIONS
BEHIND THE
REVOLUTION

A  k e y  p i l l a r  o f  A
Peoples  History  Of
The  United  States
H o w a r d  Z i n n
Chapter 4 Summary
is  the  emphasis  on
economic  self-interest.
Zinn  argues  that  the
Revolution  was,  at  its
core,  a  struggle  over
who would control the

wealth of the American
continent.
The  British  system  of
mercantilism  imposed
st r i c t  cont ro ls  on
colonial  trade.  The
N a v i g a t i o n  A c t s
required  that  most
co lon ia l  goods  be
shipped  on  Brit ish
s h i p s  a n d  s o l d  i n
Br it ish  ports.  This
system  benefited
British  merchants  and
the  British  treasury,
but  it  restricted  the
ability  of  American
m e r c h a n t s  a n d
planters  to  maximize
their  profits.  The
colonial  elite  wanted
the  freedom  to  trade
w i t h  a n y o n e ,  t o
develop  their  own
industr ies ,  and  to
expand  westward
w i t h o u t  B r i t i s h
interference.
Zinn  argues  that  the
rhetoric  of  liberty  and
natural  rights was the
ideological  weapon
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used  to  justify  this
economic  ambition.
This does not mean the
elite  were  cynics  who
did not believe in their
own rhetoric—many of
t h e m  g e n u i n e l y
believed  in  liberty,  at
least  for  themselves.
However,  Zinn  insists
that we must recognize
the  material  interests
that  lay  beneath  the
s u r f a c e  o f  t h e
revolutionary struggle.

The Cost
of the
War
Zinn  also  discusses
who  bore  the  actual
c o s t s  o f  t h e
Revolutionary  War.
W h i l e  t h e  e l i t e
provided  much  of  the
init ial  funding  and
leadership,  the  actual
fighting  and  suffering

fell  disproportionately
o n  t h e  p o o r .  T h e
Continental  Army,
especially  in  the  later
years of  the war,  was
largely  composed  of
poor farmers, laborers,
and recent immigrants
who  joined  because
they  had  no  other
options.  They  faced
starvation,  disease,
and  brutal  winters  at
Valley  Forge,  while
many wealthy  Patriots
remained  safely  at
home,  profiting  from
the  war  effort.  Zinn’s
account of the war is a
stark  reminder  that
patriotism  is  often  a
luxury  that  only  the
secure  and  wealthy
can  fully  afford.

THE LEGACY AND
IMPACT OF ZINN’S
CHAPTER 4

The  lasting  impact  of
Z i n n ’ s  w o r k ,  a n d
p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h i s
chapter ,  i s  that  i t
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forces  a  re-evaluation
o f  f o u n d a t i o n a l
American  myths.  The
i d e a  t h a t  t h e
Revo lu t i on  was  a
unified,  heroic  struggle
for  freedom  against
tyranny  i s  deep ly
e m b e d d e d  i n  t h e
national  identity.  Zinn
does not deny that the
Revolution  had  noble
a s p e c t s  o r  t h a t
independence  was  a
m e a n i n g f u l
achievement. What he
does is complicate the
s t o r y ,  m a k i n g  i t
messier,  more human,
and more honest.

A Peoples History Of
The  United  States
H o w a r d  Z i n n
Chapter 4 Summary
h a s  b e e n  u s e d  i n
classrooms  across  the
c o u n t r y  t o  s p a r k
debate.  Critics  argue
that Zinn goes too far,
t ha t  he  pa in t s  an
overly  cynical  portrait
o f  t h e  F o u n d i n g
Fathers and minimizes
the genuine ideological
commitment  to  liberty
that  motivated  many
r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s .
Supporters,  however,
a rgue  that  Z inn ’s
p e r s p e c t i v e  i s  a
necessary corrective


