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Foundations in Social Studies

Differing Viewpoints: Historical Interpretations of Christopher 
Columbus
As historians write history, they analyze and interpret sources. Because they bring 
different approaches to their work, they often interpret the past in different ways. 
Consider the following interpretations of one of the best-known figures in our histo-
ry—Christopher Columbus. Few historians would disagree that his four voyages to 
the Americas set in motion events that would change the world. But historians do 
differ in how they view Columbus and his legacy, or impact on future generations. 

Bartolomé de Las Casas: Columbus as Brutal Conqueror

Bartolomé de Las Casas was a Spanish priest and one of the earliest historians 
to address Columbus’s legacy. In 1542 he wrote about the impact of Columbus’s 
voyage in The Devastation of the Indies. Las Casas was highly critical of how the 
Spanish treated the indigenous population following their arrival in the Americas.

It was upon these gentle lambs. . . that from the very first day they 
clapped eyes on them the Spanish fell like raving wolves upon the 
fold, or like tigers and savage lions who have not eaten meat for days. 
The pattern established at the outset has remained unchanged to this 
day, and the Spaniards still no nothing save tear the natives to shreds, 
murder them and inflict upon them untold misery, suffering and distress, tormenting, 
harrying and persecuting them mercilessly. . . When the Spanish first journeyed there, the 
indigenous population of the island of Hispaniola stood at some three million; today only 
two hundred survive. . .

—Bartolomé de Las Casas, The Devastation of the Indies, 1542

Washington Irving: Columbus as Mythic Hero

Nineteenth-century author Washington Irving spent years in Spain researching the life of Columbus. Irving was one 
of the first American writers to focus on subjects and themes of American life. His four-volume biography of Colum-
bus portrayed the explorer as an American icon, painting him in heroic terms.

Columbus was a man of great and inventive genius . . . His ambition was lofty and 
noble, inspiring him with high thoughts, and an anxiety to distinguish himself by great 
achievements . . . His conduct was characterized by the grandeur of his views and the 
magnanimity [nobility] of his spirit. Instead of ravaging [plundering] the newly found 
countries, . . . he sought to colonize and cultivate them, to civilize the natives . . . A valiant 
and indignant spirit . . . a visionary of an uncommon kind.

—Washington Irving, The Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus, 1828

Irving admitted that Columbus made mistakes, such as enslaving and killing native peoples, but he dismissed them 
as “errors of the times.”
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This statue stands in Italy and 
depicts Christopher Columbus. Many 
historians disagree about if Columbus 
was a positive or negative figure.
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Samuel Eliot Morison: Columbus as Master Mariner

Writing more than a century after Irving, historian Samuel Eliot Morison portrayed Columbus as a real person with 
both strengths and flaws. Morison, a naval historian, focused on Columbus’s skills as a mariner, or sailor and navigator.

Now, more than five hundred years after his birth, . . . [Columbus’s discovery of the New 
World] is celebrated throughout the length and breadth of the Americas, his fame and 
reputation may be considered secure for all time. He had his faults and his defects, but 
they were largely the defects of the qualities that made him great—his indomitable will, his 
superb faith in God and in his own mission as the Christ-bearer to lands beyond the seas, 
his stubborn persistence despite neglect, poverty and discouragement. But there was no flaw, 
no dark side to the most outstanding . . . of all his qualities—his seamanship. As a master 
mariner and navigator, Columbus was supreme in his generation. Never was a title more 
justly bestowed than the one which he most jealously guarded—Almirante del Mar Océano, 
Admiral of the Ocean Sea.

—Samuel Eliot Morison, Christopher Columbus, Mariner, 1955

Howard Zinn: Columbus as Perpetrator of Atrocities

In 1980, historian Howard Zinn took issue with Morison’s portrayal of Columbus. Although Morison acknowledged 
Columbus’s flaws, Zinn argued that he did not place sufficient emphasis on Columbus’s crimes against the Ar-
awaks, the first indigenous population he encountered in the Americas. As he researched Columbus’s expedition, 
Zinn read Las Casas’s writings about how the Spanish treated the Native Americans. Can you see any echoes of 
Las Casas’ perspective in the excerpt from Zinn’s book below?

[The Arawaks] had no iron, but they wore tiny gold ornaments in their ears. . . This was 
to have enormous consequences: it led Columbus to take some of them aboard a ship as 
prisoners because he insisted that they guide him to the source of the gold. . . Columbus’s 
report to the Court in Madrid was extravagant. . . Because of Columbus’s exaggerated 
report and promises, his second expedition was given seventeen ships and more than twelve 
hundred men. The aim was clear: slaves and gold. . . In the year 1485, they went on a great 
raid, rounded up fifteen hundred Arawak men, women, and children, put them in pens 
guarded by Spaniards and dogs, then picked the five hundred best specimens to load onto 
ships... But too many of the enslaved died in captivity. And so Columbus, desperate to pay 
back dividends to those who had invested, had to make good on his promise to hills the ships 
with gold. . . When it became clear that there was no gold left, the Indians were taken as 
slave labor on huge estates, known later as encomiendas. They were worked at a ferocious 
pace, and died by the thousands. . . A report of the year 1650 shows none of the original 
Arawaks or their descendents left on the island.

—Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States: 1492 – Present, 1980
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In Zinn’s opinion, no historian can be neutral or objective in their telling of the past. “To emphasize the heroism of 
Columbus and his successors as navigators and discoverers, and to deemphasize their genocide, is. . . an ideo-
logical choice,” Zinn wrote in A People’s History of the United States. “It serves—unwittingly—to justify what was 
done.” In his own portrayal of Columbus, Zinn wanted to take the opposite approach.

Kirkpatrick Sale: Columbus as Overrated Hero

Writer and environmentalist Kirkpatrick Sale is also far more critical of Columbus. In a 1990 book, Sale portrays 
Columbus as a ruthless fortune hunter who set in motion the destruction of native peoples and the American land-
scape that continues to this day. Sale also takes issue with the view of Columbus as a “master mariner.”

For all his navigational skill, about which the salty types make such a fuss, and all his 
fortuitous headings [accidental but lucky directions], about which they are largely silent, 
Admiral Colón [Columbus] could be a wretched mariner. The four voyages, properly seen, 
quite apart from bravery and fortitude [endurance], are replete [filled] with lubberly 
[clumsy] mistakes, misconceived sailing plans, foolish disregard of elementary maintenance, 
and stubborn neglect of basic safety . . . Almost every time Colón went wrong it was because 
he had refused to bend to the inevitabilities of tide and wind and reef or, more arrogantly 
still, had not bothered to learn about them; the very same reckless courage that led him 
across the ocean in the first place, and saw him through storm and tumult to return, lay 
behind his numerous misfortunes.

—Kirkpatrick Sale, The Conquest of Paradise, 1990

Different Interpretations Serving Different Purposes

You may be wondering how three writers could produce such different interpretations of the same subject. The 
answer lies, in part, in each one’s purpose in writing about Columbus and his legacy.

Las Casas was a Catholic missionary and advocate for Native Americans. He tried to convince European rulers to 
prohibit the enslavement of Native Americans. He highlighted the horrors Columbus and other European explorers 
inflicted upon the indigenous people they encountered.

Irving was an author and essayist looking for a heroic story that would appeal to American readers in the 1800s. His 
colorful biography of Columbus was filled with dramatic episodes, with many based more on myth than on reliable 
sources.

Morison’s purpose was quite different. He wanted to rescue Columbus from earlier mythmakers like Irving. A sailor 
himself, Morison was impressed by Columbus’s seafaring skills. He acknowledged that Columbus was not a saint but 
portrayed him as a master seaman who, through persistence, daring, and courage, changed the course of history.

Zinn and Sale had yet another purpose. They both wanted to show how Columbus’s legacy looked from the point 
of view of its victims—Native Americans and Africans brought as enslaved people to the Americas. In Zinn’s view, 
Columbus’s legacy as a hero has been wrongly used to erase—and even justify—the enslavement and genocide 
of Native Americans. From Sale’s perspective, Columbus, and those who followed him across the Atlantic, set in 
motion a dark history of exploitation and environmental destruction that has been ignored for far too long.

The facts of Columbus’s life and legacy have not changed in all this time. But how people view those facts has and 
will continue to change. 
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, 
Lesson 1, What is History? More primary source activities are available online at www.teachtci.com.

Reflect:

1. Irving dismissed the mistakes that Columbus made as “errors of the times,” but Sale based his 
condemnation of Columbus on these mistakes. Do you think that we can hold historical figures up to 
moral or ethical standards of the present day? Why or why not?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. Pick one of these five interpretations to respond to. Then, write a paragraph 
stating whether you agree or disagree with their interpretation of Columbus’ 
legacy. Back up your argument with facts you learned in the lesson. 

https://www.teachtci.com/

