
The People vs. Columbus et. al.

This role play begins with the 
premise that a monstrous crime 
was committed in the years after 
1492, when perhaps as many as 
three million or more Tainos on 
the island of Hispaniola lost their 
lives.  Who - and/or what - was 
responsible for this slaughter?  
This is the question you will 
confront here.

OVERVIEW: Each group has been assigned one of the following 5 defendants: 
Columbus, Columbusʼs men, King Ferdinand and Queen Elizabeth, the Tainos, and 
the System of Empire.  Your group has been charged with murder - the murder of the 
Taino Indians in the years following 1492.  As a group, your job is to defend yourself 
against this charge and to explain who you think is guilty and why.

DIRECTIONS: On your desk are copies of the charges against each defendant 
(group). 

1. The students who is the first Reader will read the copy of the charges against your 
assigned defendant out loud.  As he or she reads the charges, the remaining group 
members will brainstorm arguments in defense of these charges.  Listening 
students should take notes on the arguments they come up with.

2. Then, as a group, discuss your ideas.  These first points of argument should form 
the base of your defense.

3. After you have formed a sufficient base for your defense, youʼll need to  find 
someone else to put the blame on.  Rotate student roles to the left and have the 
new Reader read one of the other defendantʼs indictments out loud.  As he or she 
reads the charges, the remaining group members will brainstorm arguments that 
help take the blame off your defendant and place it on the defendant you just read 
about.  Again, listening students should take notes on the arguments they come up 
with.

4. Then, as a group, discuss your ideas.  These arguments should build around the 
base of your defense, which you developed in step 2 of these directions.

5. Repeat steps 3 and 4 of these directions for the remaining defendants.
6. Finalize your oral arguments in preparation for the trial.  


