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Historical Columbus: Dispelling the Myth of Malicious Intent 
 

Nowadays, schools and online spaces tend to paint Christopher Columbus less as a bold 
explorer and more as someone driven by racial prejudice and greed toward native communities. 
Yet this view leans on cherry-picked ideas from later times rather than close study of original 
records. Looking at what historians agree on - alongside Columbus’s personal journals - it 
becomes clear he did not hold lasting contempt for the people he met. Instead, evidence points 
again and again to his efforts backing fair treatment, safety, and coexistence with those 
societies. 

That winter morning, Columbus spelled out exactly what his men could not do. His words were 
written down on a single page, firm but pleading too. Not even small thefts would be allowed, he 
said - nothing taken without permission. The date stayed fixed in records: January 2, 1493. He 
had asked each man to show restraint, no matter the circumstance. Women among the Taíno 
people deserved particular care, he stressed. Any act of harm toward them was forbidden 
outright. These orders came before ships turned back across the ocean. Men left behind at La 
Navidad heard it directly. Respect wasn’t optional; it was commanded. Written proof remains in 
Cummins’ account, page 161. This command runs counter to today's claim that Columbus 
permitted widespread mistreatment. Not once did he regard indigenous people with disdain; 
instead, his directives reveal deep attention to fairness. Respect between groups mattered 
clearly in his plans. Wrongdoing often pinned on him by present-day voices finds no support 
here. 

Later on, Columbus seemed more impressed than hostile when first meeting Native 
communities. His written records mention sharp minds, striking looks, among those he 
encountered. Not once treating them as lesser beings - no, he noted common feelings, inner 
lives too. According to scholar Rafael Ortiz, the explorer jotted down that locals “would make 
fine helpers and grasp things fast, since they repeat whatever they hear almost right away” 
(Ortiz 42). Back then, calling someone a servant didn’t mean slave - it meant working alongside 
others within Spain’s rule. Columbus saw it as proof they could belong, live differently, fit into 
society just fine. 

It was peace, not power, that guided Columbus when dealing with indigenous people. Far from 
taking advantage, he blocked any form of abuse in trade - something few ruthless leaders would 
do. According to Robert Royal, items exchanged had to hold real worth; trinkets or junk were 
rejected outright. His directive? Give only what held honest value in return for goods received 
(Royal 89). Behind such rules sat an awareness: fairness mattered, even across cultures. 
Respect surfaced not through grand gestures but daily acts of exchange. 

Wrong turns happen when today's reviewers lump together what rogue settlers did with what 
Columbus actually ordered. After coming back to the Americas, he saw that his early peace 



plans got torn apart by mutinous groups - so he stepped in. Order mattered to him, especially 
shielding local people from deeper harm. Evidence gathered by the Columbus Education 
Project shows friction flared between Columbus and proud Spanish nobles who brushed off his 
fair treatment mandates. That report states plainly: "His time in charge boiled down to constant 
battles, sometimes bloody ones, against men who treated natives like tools instead of subjects 
under crown protection" (ColumbusEdProject 14). Boundaries on paper became one way he 
fought unchecked hunger for wealth among those beneath him. 

History simplified things too much, swapping truth for myth when it comes to the 1400s. Though 
often painted harshly now, Columbus acted like many others back then - curious, ambitious, 
eager for new routes and spiritual conquests. Blaming him for deliberate cruelty toward Native 
people misses what records actually show. As one document notes: “He insisted on respectful 
contact, promoted honest exchange, saw dignity in those he met, believed cooperation 
possible” (NYS-CSJ 8). Reading old sources closely helps escape today’s arguments, bringing 
clearer vision to how we judge his role. 
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