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[v}] Howard Zinn, the author of A People’s History of the United States, noted that historians are far
from objective when they write about historical events. Presented with an infinite amount of
information, historians choose what to report, emphasize, and interpret about the past. When they
describe something, such as a person, a society, or an event, they usually focus on certain aspects,
such as the character of the person, the politically active groups in the society, and the major
changes that occurred during the event, like economic shifts during a period of inflation. The choices
of what to emphasize and how to interpret it are typically influenced by the dominant ideologies of
the time. Consequently, the aspects historians choose to examine and describe often reflect the
perspectives of those in power. The information they leave out of their accounts may be just as
important as what they include. In fact, the choice to exclude information can create stereotypes,
myths, and cultural biases, or strengthen stereotypes that are already common in their societies. To
be fair, a description must include all the predominant features of the chosen aspect of the subject, so
that the description is not at all misleading. For example, it would be misleading to mention only the
good features of a person’s character and not the bad; only the dominant political group in a political
structure and not the opposite groups; or only the beneficial changes that occurred during an event
and not the suffering it produced. Anything less than an exhaustive description will be the result of
selection, and that selectivity, Zinn claimed, is based on bias. “There is no such thing as impartial

history,” he wrote. Every description of the past, he insisted, “serves some present interest.”
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