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A colonizer, perpetrator, enslavement advocate, a brutal, greedy, racist, tyrannical man-
this is how Christopher Columbus is most commonly taught to students today. Generations of
children are taught over and over again about the supposed detriment of Columbus and how he
brought devastations to the New World. These modern portrayals reduce a complex historical
figure to nothing but a villain, spreading falsehoods that have destroyed the reputation and
history Columbus truly made.

Unlike how students are taught, sometimes the most tragic atrocities in history are not
created out of hatred, but out of naivety. Christopher Columbus, by definition, did not commit
any sort of genocide. As the United Nations puts it on its official website, for an act to be
considered a genocide “there must be a proven intent on the part of perpetrators to physically
destroy a national, ethnical, racial or religious group”, which simply proves that Columbus did
not have ill-intentions (“United Nations” 7). Though, these unintended effects had catastrophic
consequences on the Indigenous population, wiping out entire communities. Columbus and the
other explorers did not set out to destroy the population, but due to the foreign exposure of
smallpox, measles, and other plagues, the population faced a dramatic loss of life. Thus
becoming an “accidental genocide” driven by naivety rather than hatred.

While Columbus unintentionally introduced diseases to the New World, evidence
suggests that the exchange of illnesses may not have been one-sided. Studies and Carbon
dating of DNA support the idea that syphilis came from the New World and were brought back to
the Old World. As stated by Christopher Wanjek on “Top 5 Misconceptions About Columbus”,
Ancient Greeks, such as Hippocrates, described lesions coincidently similar to that of syphilis.
This presents the theory that not only was syphilis present in the pre-Columbus New World but
also in the Old World (“Definitions of Genocide”). This evidence complicates the narrative of
one-sided devastation often connected to Columbus’s explorations.

Columbus’s actions- such as restraining his men and respecting the natives religious
freedom- challenge the belief that Columbus was tyrannical and brutal. Columbus was
commonly documented as ordering his men to “treat the natives well and not commit injustices”
as well as punishing some settlers who disobeyed his orders, going as far as execution (“Myths
vs Facts” 2). Rafeal Ortiz, a Christopher Columbus researcher and author, wrote on his blog that
Bartolome de las Casas, who was a primary source for Columbus, criticized “the mistreatment
of the natives by some Spaniards” (Ortiz 22). This evidence supports the belief that the
falsehood taught in schools is diminishing Columbus’s intentions. Along with treating the natives
“brutally”, Columbus is also taught to have pushed his faith, Christianity, onto the people of the
New World. This, according to the National Christopher Columbus Association, could not be
further from the truth. Columbus, “a devout Christian who desired to introduce the natives” to his
faith, did not force any to convert. He requested that priests and holy figures learn the native
language and preach to the people to better convert “the natives through love rather than force”
(“Myths vs Facts” 7).

Considering both perspectives on Columbus and his explorations, there is without a
doubt evidence supporting the fact that Columbus did make changes to history and
advancements through his journeys. According to History.com, the controversial legacy of
Columbus not only led to “centuries of exploration and exploitation on the American continents”,
but influenced the exchange of “people, animals, food, and diseases across cultures”. The



differing opinions on Columbus have caused controversy and arguments throughout history- but
Columbus should be remembered, if not as a brutal tyrant, but as a “daring and path-breaking
explorer who transformed the New World”(Editors 24).

Through the following research, the legacy of Christopher Columbus is commonly
considered devastating and harmful, but has been continuously proven false. While it is
important to recognize the suffering from the European expansion, such the spreading of
diseases, it is just as important to understand Columbus during his time period. Being a major
role in a period of defined exploration and global interconnectedness, Columbus simply did what
other explorers wanted to do. Portraying Columbus as a simple villain is not only unfair but it is
also dismissing everything, good and bad, he may have done. The continuous teaching of
common falsehoods within school systems undermine the factual evidence that Columbus was
not a simple villain.



Works Cited

Christopher Columbus. 9 Nov. 2009,
www.history.com/articles/christopher-columbus#Legacy-of-Christopher-Columbus.

Official: Christopher Columbus. www.officialchristophercolumbus.com/. Accessed 30 May
2025.

Top 5 Misconceptions about Columbus. 9 Oct. 2011,
www.livescience.com/16468-christopher-columbus-myths-flat-earth-discovered-americas
html.

Truth about Columbus. 2017, www.truthaboutcolumbus.com/myth-vs-facts/.

United Nations. www.un.org/en/genocide-prevention/definition. Accessed 30 May 2025.



	Essay 

