Unmasking the Myths: Discovering the Truth about Columbus & His Legacy

As an American-Italian high school senior, | take great pride in both my American identity and my
ltalian heritage. Growing up, | learned about Christopher Columbus not just as a historical figure but as
someone who connects both parts of my cultural background. Lately, however, I've noticed a troubling
trend: the idea that Columbus “didn’t discover anything” has been gaining popularity, especially on social
media. While it's true that he wasn't the first human to set foot in the Americas, dismissing his
achievements entirely ignores the profound and lasting impact of his voyages. Columbus’s journeys
changed the world, connecting the Americas with Europe in ways that permanently reshaped global trade,
migration, and culture. This essay will refute the myth that Columbus “discovered nothing” by highlighting
the historical significance of his voyages, the impact of the Columbian Exchange, and the importance of
understanding history beyond the false narratives spread by social media.

The Historical Significance of Columbus’s Discovery

Yes, indigenous peoples lived in the Americas long before Columbus arrived in 1492, and Norse
explorers like Leif Erikson may have briefly reached North America centuries earlier. But Columbus'’s
expeditions were fundamentally different, they sparked an era of sustained European exploration and
engagement with the New World. Unlike the Norse, whose presence had little lasting impact, Columbus’s
voyages led to the permanent connection between Europe and the Americas, fundamentally altering world
history (New York State CSJ; Ferndndez-Armesto, 2019; Sale, 2006).

The argument that “Columbus discovered nothing” overlooks the fact that his voyages made the
Americas known to a wider European audience. His reports back to Spain influenced other explorers like
Amerigo Vespucci, Hernan Cortés, and Francisco Pizarro, who continued European expansion into the
Americas (Columbus Education Project; Phillips & Phillips, 1992; Bergreen, 2011). Without Columbus,
European nations might not have focused on exploration for centuries, delaying the inevitable contact
between these continents. His role in history was crucial, and to deny that is to ignore the truth.

The Columbian Exchange and Its Lasting Effects

One of the most important consequences of Columbus’s voyages was the Columbian Exchange,
the transfer of plants, animals, people, and ideas between the Old and New Worlds. This exchange forever
changed the economies and cultures of both hemispheres (Crosby, 1972; Mann, 2005).

Before Columbus, foods like potatoes, tomatoes, and corn were unknown in Europe, while horses,
wheat, and domesticated cattle were absent in the Americas. The introduction of these species transformed
societies. For example, the potato became a staple food in Europe, supporting population growth, while
horses revolutionized transportation and hunting for many Native American tribes (Mann, 2005; Reséndez,
2016).

Yes, European diseases devastated indigenous populations, which is a tragic reality of history.
However, that does not mean Columbus’s voyages were meaningless or without positive consequences.
The Columbian Exchange reshaped the world, and that alone proves that his discoveries had an immense
impact.
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Columbus’s Legacy in Cartography and Exploration

Another overlooked aspect of Columbus’s contribution is how his voyages advanced geographical
knowledge. Before Columbus, European maps were filled with inaccuracies, with many still clinging to
ancient misconceptions about the size of the Earth and the extent of the Atlantic Ocean. Columbus’s
expeditions helped correct these misconceptions and encouraged future explorers to map and understand
the world more accurately (Richardson, 1992; Morison, 1942).

Columbus’s discoveries also laid the foundation for later explorers. His encounters with the
Caribbean islands prompted Spanish and Portuguese navigators to explore further, leading to more
accurate maps and eventually the full understanding of the Americas as separate from Asia. The notion that
he achieved “nothing” is simply false, he expanded human knowledge and inspired generations of
explorers.

Social Media and the Spread of False Narratives

In today’s world, misinformation about Columbus spreads rapidly, especially on social media.
Platforms like Twitter, TikTok, and Facebook have become breeding grounds for oversimplified and
misleading portrayals of history. People post claims without researching historical context, leading to a
distorted public perception of Columbus’s legacy. Instead of looking at historical sources, they rely on viral
posts and memes that prioritize modern political agendas over historical accuracy.

Historian Carol Delaney (2011), in her book Columbus and the Quest for Jerusalem, discusses how
Columbus’s legacy has been misrepresented in modern discourse. She emphasizes that his motivations
and actions must be understood within the historical context of his time, rather than through the lens of
present-day morality. Unfortunately, many people on social media fail to consider this, choosing instead to
vilify Columbus without acknowledging his contributions.

The spread of false narratives is harmful, not just to Columbus’s legacy but also to those who
celebrate him as part of their cultural heritage. As an Italian-American, | see Columbus as a symbol of
exploration and perseverance, someone who represents the contributions of Italian explorers to the world.
It is frustrating to see history rewritten in ways that ignore his achievements.

Conclusion

The claim that “Columbus didn’'t discover anything” is an oversimplification that ignores the
profound consequences of his voyages. While he was not the first to set foot in the Americas, he was the
catalyst for European engagement with the New World. His voyages launched the Columbian Exchange,
reshaped global trade, advanced geographical knowledge, and initiated European colonization.
Additionally, social media has played a major role in distorting Columbus’s legacy, spreading false
narratives that ignore historical nuance. Rather than dismissing Columbus outright, we should recognize his
role as a pivotal figure in world history. Discovering the truth about Columbus means looking beyond the
viral posts and political agendas to understand his real impact. History is complex, and it is our
responsibility to learn from it—not rewrite it to fit modern narratives.
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