Time to Abolish Columbus Day

Once again this year many schools will pause to commemorate Christopher Columbus. Given everything we know about who Columbus
was and what he launched in the Americas, this needs to stop.
Columbus initiated the trans-Atlantic slave trade, in early February 1494, first sending several dozen enslaved Taínos to Spain.
Columbus described those he enslaved as “well made and of very good intelligence,” and recommended to King Ferdinand and Queen
Isabella that taxing slave shipments could help pay for supplies needed in the Indies. A year later, Columbus intensified his efforts to
enslave Indigenous people in the Caribbean. He ordered 1,600 Taínos rounded up—people whom Columbus had earlier described as “so
full of love and without greed”—and had 550 of the “best males and females,” according to one witness, Michele de Cuneo, chained and
sent as slaves to Spain. “Of the rest who were left,” de Cuneo writes, “the announcement went around that whoever wanted them
could take as many as he pleased; and this was done.”
Taíno slavery in Spain turned out to be unprofitable, but Columbus later wrote, “Let us in the name of the Holy Trinity go on
sending all the slaves that can be sold.”
The eminent historian of Africa, Basil Davidson, also assigns responsibility to Columbus for initiating the African slave trade to the
Americas. According to Davidson, the first license granted to send enslaved Africans to the Caribbean was issued by the king and queen
in 1501, during Columbus’s rule in the Indies, leading Davidson to dub Columbus the “father of the slave trade.”
From the very beginning, Columbus was not on a mission of discovery but of conquest and exploitation—he called his
expedition la empresa, the enterprise. When slavery did not pay off, Columbus turned to a tribute system, forcing every Taíno, 14 or
older, to fill a hawk’s bell with gold every three months. If successful, they were safe for another three months. If not, Columbus
ordered that Taínos be “punished,” by having their hands chopped off, or they were chased down by attack dogs. As the Spanish
priest Bartolomé de las Casas wrote, this tribute system was “impossible and intolerable.”
And Columbus deserves to be remembered as the first terrorist in the Americas. When resistance mounted to the Spaniards’
violence, Columbus sent an armed force to “spread terror among the Indians to show them how strong and powerful the Christians
were,” according to the Spanish priest Bartolomé de las Casas. In his book Conquest of Paradise, Kirkpatrick Sale describes what
happened when Columbus’s men encountered a force of Taínos in March of 1495 in a valley on the island of Hispañiola:
The soldiers mowed down dozens with point-blank volleys, loosed the dogs to rip open limbs and bellies, chased fleeing Indians
into the bush to skewer them on sword and pike, and [according to Columbus’s biographer, his son Fernando] “with God’s aid soon
gained a complete victory, killing many Indians and capturing others who were also killed.”
All this and much more has long been known and documented. As early as 1942 in his Pulitzer Prize winning biography, Admiral
of the Ocean Sea, Samuel Eliot Morison wrote that Columbus’s policies in the Caribbean led to “complete genocide”—and Morison was
a writer who admired Columbus.
If Indigenous peoples’ lives mattered in our society, and if Black people’s lives mattered in our society, it would be inconceivable
that we would honor the father of the slave trade with a national holiday. The fact that we have this holiday legitimates a curriculum
that is contemptuous of the lives of peoples of color. Elementary school libraries still feature books like Follow the Dream: The Story of
Christopher Columbus, by Peter Sis, which praise Columbus and say nothing of the lives destroyed by Spanish colonialism in the Americas.
No doubt, the movement launched 25 years ago in the buildup to the Columbus Quincentenary has made huge strides in
introducing a more truthful and critical history about the arrival of Europeans in the Americas. Teachers throughout the country put
Columbus and the system of empire on trial, and write stories of the so-called discovery of America from the standpoint of the people
who were here first.
But most textbooks still tip-toe around the truth. Houghton Mifflin’s United States History: Early Years attributes Taíno deaths
to “epidemics,” and concludes its section on Columbus: “The Columbian Exchange benefited people all over the world.” The section’s
only review question erases Taíno and African humanity: “How did the Columbian Exchange change the diet of Europeans?”
Too often, even in 2015, the Columbus story is still young children’s first curricular introduction to the meeting of different
ethnicities, different cultures, different nationalities. In school-based literature on Columbus, they see him plant the flag, and name
and claim “San Salvador” for an empire thousands of miles away; they’re taught that white people have the right to rule over peoples
of color, that stronger nations can bully weaker nations, and that the only voices they need to listen to throughout history are those of
powerful white guys like Columbus. Is this said explicitly? No, it doesn’t have to be. It’s the silences that speak.
For example, here’s how Peter Sis describes the encounter in his widely used book: “On October 12, 1492, just after midday,
Christopher Columbus landed on a beach of white coral, claimed the land for the King and Queen of Spain, knelt and gave thanks to
God…” The Taínos on the beach who greet Columbus are nameless and voiceless. What else can children conclude but that their lives
don’t matter?
Enough already. Especially now, when the Black Lives Matter movement prompts us to look deeply into each nook and cranny
of social life to ask whether our practices affirm the worth of every human being, it’s time to rethink Columbus, and to abandon the
holiday that celebrates his crimes.
More cities—and school districts—ought to follow the example of Berkeley, Minneapolis, and Seattle, which have scrapped
Columbus Day in favor of Indigenous Peoples Day—a day to commemorate the resistance and resilience of Indigenous peoples throughout
the Americas, and not just in a long-ago past, but today. Or what about studying and honoring the people Columbus enslaved and
terrorized: the Taínos. Columbus said that they were gentle, generous, and intelligent, but how many students today even know the
name Taíno, let alone know anything of who they were and how they lived?
Last year, Seattle City Councilmember Kshama Sawant put it well when she explained Seattle’s decision to abandon Columbus
Day: “Learning about the history of Columbus and transforming this day into a celebration of Indigenous people and a celebration of
social justice … allows us to make a connection between this painful history and the ongoing marginalization, discrimination, and poverty
that Indigenous communities face to this day.”
We don’t have to wait for the federal government to transform Columbus Day into something more decent. Just as the climate
justice movement is doing with fossil fuels, we can organize our communities and our schools to divest from Columbus. And that would
be something to celebrate.
Bill Bigelow, curriculum editor of Rethinking Schools magazine and co-director of the Zinn Education Project. He co-edited A People’s Curriculum for the
Earth: Teaching Climate Change and the Environmental Crisis. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/bill-bigelow/time-to-abolish-columbus-_b_8245158.html

The Christopher Columbus Controversy
Columbus Day approaches, but to the "politically correct" this is no cause for celebration. On the contrary, they view
the arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1492 as an occasion to be mourned. They have mourned, they have attacked,
and they have intimidated schools across the country into replacing Columbus Day celebrations with "ethnic diversity"
days.
The politically correct view is that Columbus did not discover America, because people had lived here for
thousands of years. Worse yet, it's claimed, the main legacy of Columbus is death and destruction. Columbus is
routinely vilified as a symbol of slavery and genocide, and the celebration of his arrival likened to a celebration of
Hitler and the Holocaust. The attacks on Columbus are ominous, because the actual target is Western civilization.
Did Columbus "discover" America? Yes--in every important respect. This does not mean that no human eye
had been cast on America before Columbus arrived. It does mean that Columbus brought America to the attention of
the civilized world, i.e., to the growing, scientific civilizations of Western Europe. The result, ultimately, was the United
States of America. It was Columbus' discovery for Western Europe that led to the influx of ideas and people on which
this nation was founded--and on which it still rests. The opening of America brought the ideas and achievements of
Aristotle, Galileo, Newton, and the thousands of thinkers, writers, and inventors who followed.
Prior to 1492, what is now the United States was sparsely inhabited, unused, and undeveloped. The inhabitants
were primarily hunter-gatherers, wandering across the land, living from hand-to-mouth and from day-to-day. There
was virtually no change, no growth for thousands of years. With rare exception, life was nasty, brutish, and short:
there was no wheel, no written language, no division of labor, little agriculture and scant permanent settlement; but
there were endless, bloody wars. Whatever the problems it brought, the vilified Western culture also brought
enormous, undreamed-of benefits, without which most of today's Indians would be infinitely poorer or not even alive.
Columbus should be honored, for in so doing, we honor Western civilization. But the critics do not want to
bestow such honor, because their real goal is to denigrate the values of Western civilization and to glorify the
primitivism, mysticism, and collectivism embodied in the tribal cultures of American Indians. They decry the
glorification of the West as "Eurocentrism." We should, they claim, replace our reverence for Western civilization with
multi-culturalism, which regards all cultures as morally equal. In fact, they aren't. Some cultures are better than
others: a free society is better than slavery; reason is better than brute force as a way to deal with other men;
productivity is better than stagnation. In fact, Western civilization stands for man at his best. It stands for the values
that make human life possible: reason, science, self-reliance, individualism, ambition, productive achievement. The
values of Western civilization are values for all men; they cut across gender, ethnicity, and geography. We should
honor Western civilization not for the ethnocentric reason that some of us happen to have European ancestors but
because it is the objectively superior culture.
Underlying the political collectivism of the anti-Columbus crowd is a racist view of human nature. They claim
that one's identity is primarily ethnic: if one thinks his ancestors were good, he will supposedly feel good about himself;
if he thinks his ancestors were bad, he will supposedly feel self-loathing. But it doesn't work; the achievements or
failures of one's ancestors are monumentally irrelevant to one's actual worth as a person. Only the lack of a sense of
self leads one to look to others to provide what passes for a sense of identity. Neither the deeds nor misdeeds of
others are his own; he can take neither credit nor blame for what someone else chose to do. There are no racial
achievements or racial failures, only individual achievements and individual failures. One cannot inherit moral worth
or moral vice. "Self-esteem through others" is a self-contradiction. Thus the sham of "preserving one's heritage" as a
rational life goal. Thus the cruel hoax of "multicultural education" as an antidote to racism: it will continue to create
more racism.
Individualism is the only alternative to the racism of political correctness. We must recognize that everyone is
a sovereign entity, with the power of choice and independent judgment. That is the ultimate value of Western
civilization, and it should be proudly proclaimed.
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QUESTIONS
1. What is Bigelow’s general opinion of Columbus? On what evidence does he base
his opinion?
2. For Bigelow what does keeping Columbus in a “good light” in textbooks teach
students? What does he say should be alternately taught to students?
3. What is Michael Berliner’s general opinion of Columbus? On what evidence does
he base his opinion?
4. In Berliner’s opinion, was Columbus’ “discovery” of America a major
achievement? Explain why or why not.
5. In all the articles you have read, which views do you find yourself in more
agreement with and why. EXPLAIN IN DETAIL!

