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They Came Before Columbus Ivan Van Sertima

they came before columbus ivan van sertima is a phrase that encapsulates a pivotal concept in historical
and archaeological scholarship: the idea that the Americas were inhabited and influenced by advanced
civilizations long before Christopher Columbus's arrival in 1492. This notion has gained significant attention
thanks to the work of scholars like Ivan Van Sertima, whose research challenges traditional narratives and
sheds light on the rich, interconnected history of indigenous peoples across the Atlantic and beyond. In this
article, we will explore the core ideas behind Van Sertima's thesis, examine the evidence supporting the
presence of pre-Columbian transoceanic contact, and discuss the broader implications for our understanding of
world history.

Understanding the Central Thesis: They Came Before Columbus

Who Was Ivan Van Sertima?

Ivan Van Sertima was a Guyanese-born scholar, linguist, and historian renowned for his pioneering work on
Afrocentric history and the ancient connections between Africa and the Americas. His most influential
publication, They Came Before Columbus, published in 1976, posits that African explorers and cultures had
contact with the Americas centuries before Europeans arrived, influencing indigenous civilizations and leaving
tangible traces.

The Core Argument of the Book

Van Sertima's thesis asserts that:



There was transoceanic contact between Africa and the Americas prior to Columbus.1.
This contact influenced the development of indigenous cultures, particularly in Central and South America.2.
Evidence of such interactions can be found in artifacts, cultural practices, and linguistic similarities.3.

This challenges the traditional Eurocentric view that the indigenous peoples of the Americas developed in
isolation until European contact.

Evidence Supporting Pre-Columbian Transoceanic Contact

Artifacts and Cultural Similarities

One of the most compelling aspects of Van Sertima's work involves examining artifacts that suggest African
influence:

The Olmec Heads: Large stone sculptures of African features found in the Olmec civilization of ancient1.
Mexico, dating back to 1400 BCE. These colossal heads display facial features that some researchers argue
resemble those of West Africans.
The Ballgame: Similarities between the Mesoamerican ballgame and African sports suggest cultural2.
exchanges.
Artistic Motifs: Decorative styles and motifs common in African art appear in pre-Columbian artifacts.3.

Linguistic and Mythological Evidence

Some scholars point to linguistic links and mythological parallels:

Linguistic similarities: Certain words and symbols in indigenous American languages show resemblances1.
to African languages, hinting at contact or shared origins.
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Mythical narratives: Similar flood myths and creation stories across Africa and the Americas suggest2.
possible cultural exchanges or common sources.

Maritime Capabilities and Navigation

Van Sertima and others argue that:

Ancient African seafarers possessed advanced knowledge of navigation, shipbuilding, and ocean currents.1.
They could have undertaken transatlantic voyages, reaching the Americas and establishing contact with2.
indigenous peoples.
Evidence includes ancient African maritime artifacts and carvings depicting ships and navigation tools.3.

Counterarguments and Scholarly Debate

Skepticism and Criticism

While Van Sertima's thesis is influential, it has sparked ongoing debate:

Many mainstream archaeologists and historians argue that there is insufficient definitive evidence of direct1.
contact.
Some critics contend that similarities in artifacts and motifs are due to independent development or universal2.
themes rather than contact.
The lack of concrete maritime evidence, such as African ships or direct inscriptions, remains a sticking point3.
for skeptics.



Ongoing Research and Discoveries

Despite criticisms, new discoveries continue to fuel interest:

Recent archaeological finds of African-style artifacts in the Americas.1.
Genetic studies hinting at African ancestry in some indigenous populations.2.
Improvements in dating techniques helping to establish timelines for cultural exchanges.3.

Broader Implications of the "They Came Before Columbus" Narrative

Reevaluating World History

Acceptance of pre-Columbian transoceanic contact reshapes our understanding of:

The origins and development of civilizations in the Americas.1.
The interconnectedness of ancient societies across continents.2.
The role of Africa in global history, emphasizing its influence beyond Africa itself.3.

Impacts on Cultural Identity and Heritage

For indigenous and African-descended communities, these revelations affirm:

The richness and complexity of their ancestors' histories.1.
The importance of acknowledging diverse contributions to world civilization.2.
The need to challenge Eurocentric narratives that marginalize non-European histories.3.
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Educational and Academic Shifts

Incorporating these ideas into mainstream education could lead to:

A more inclusive and accurate portrayal of history.1.
Encouragement of interdisciplinary research combining archaeology, linguistics, and anthropology.2.
Fostering global perspectives that recognize shared human heritage.3.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Ivan Van Sertima's Work

Ivan Van Sertima's They Came Before Columbus remains a seminal work that challenges conventional historical
narratives by proposing that African explorers and cultures had a significant influence on the Americas long
before European contact. While debates continue, the book has inspired a reevaluation of ancient maritime
capabilities, cultural exchanges, and the interconnectedness of human civilizations. Ongoing archaeological
discoveries and interdisciplinary research continue to shed light on these fascinating possibilities, emphasizing
that the story of human history is far more complex and interconnected than previously thought. Recognizing
that "they came before Columbus" invites a richer appreciation of the diverse roots of world cultures and
underscores the importance of exploring all avenues of our shared past.

They Came Before Columbus: Ivan Van Sertima and the Evidence of Pre-Columbian Contact

The question of whether the Americas were isolated prior to European exploration has long intrigued historians,
archaeologists, and scholars across disciplines. Central to this debate is the work of Ivan Van Sertima, whose
groundbreaking research in the late 20th century challenged conventional narratives by providing compelling
evidence that peoples from Africa and other regions may have reached the New World centuries before
Columbus’s historic voyage. Van Sertima’s thesis, rooted in multidisciplinary research, has sparked both



admiration and controversy, prompting a re-examination of long-held assumptions about pre-Columbian
history. This article explores the core ideas behind Van Sertima’s work, the archaeological and cultural
evidence he presented, and the ongoing debates surrounding pre-Columbian contact.

The Origins of the Inquiry: Questioning the Isolation of the Americas

For centuries, the dominant narrative held that the Americas remained largely isolated from the rest of the
world until the arrival of Europeans in the late 15th century. Traditional archaeology emphasized the
uniqueness of indigenous civilizations such as the Olmec, Maya, Aztec, and Inca, with little acknowledgment of
external influences. However, as scholars began to uncover more complex artifacts and cultural parallels,
questions arose about possible transoceanic contacts.

Ivan Van Sertima, a Guyanese-born scholar and historian, became an influential voice advocating for the idea
that Africans and other peoples had reached the Americas before Columbus. His research challenged the
Eurocentric perspective and opened a window into a more interconnected ancient world. His most influential
work, They Came Before Columbus (1976), argued that African explorers had a significant presence in the pre-
Columbian Americas, shaping their cultures and societies.

Van Sertima’s Central Thesis: African Presence in the New World

Core Argument: Van Sertima proposed that Africans, notably from West Africa, traveled across the Atlantic and
established settlements or trade networks in the Americas long before European contact. He suggested that
these interactions influenced indigenous cultures, particularly in the Caribbean and Mesoamerica.

Key Points of His Thesis:

Cultural Parallels: Van Sertima pointed to similarities between African and indigenous American art,1.
sculpture, and architectural motifs. For example, the distinctive Olmec colossal heads, which can measure up
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to 11 feet tall and weigh several tons, display features reminiscent of African facial characteristics, prompting
speculation about African artisanship.

Material Evidence: He highlighted artifacts such as the Benin Bronzes and African-style beads, which have1.
been found in pre-Columbian archaeological sites. These finds suggested transoceanic contact and trade.

Linguistic and Mythological Links: Van Sertima also explored similarities in myths, symbols, and religious1.
practices, suggesting cultural exchanges. For instance, some comparative studies noted parallels between
African religious symbols and those used by indigenous peoples.

Historical Accounts and Oral Traditions: Van Sertima examined African oral histories and legends that1.
referenced voyages across the Atlantic, lending credence to the possibility of ancient maritime navigation.

The Olmec Heads: Evidence of African Features?

One of the most controversial aspects of Van Sertima’s work centers on the Olmec colossal heads. Discovered
in Mexico’s Gulf Coast region, these heads are notable for their realistic facial features, including broad noses,
full lips, and facial structures sometimes interpreted as African in appearance.

The Debate Surrounding the Heads:

Supporters’ View: Van Sertima argued that the heads’ features align more closely with African phenotypes1.
than with indigenous Mesoamerican populations. He suggested that these sculptures might have been
created by African artisans or influenced by African visitors.

Skeptics’ Perspective: Critics contend that the heads’ features are within the natural variation of1.
Mesoamerican populations and that artistic styles evolve independently. They argue that interpreting facial
features across cultures and time periods can be subjective.



Recent Research and Perspectives:

Advances in forensic anthropology and imaging have continued the debate. Some studies support the idea of
diverse phenotypes among ancient Mesoamerican populations, but a definitive link to Africa remains elusive.
The heads, while remarkable, are part of a broader pattern of cultural exchange and artistic expression that
may not necessarily imply direct African contact.

Archaeological Finds Supporting Pre-Columbian African Contact

Beyond the Olmec heads, Van Sertima pointed to various archaeological discoveries that he believed supported
the idea of African presence in the Americas. Among these are:

African-style Beads and Ornaments: Archaeologists have uncovered beads, pendants, and other artifacts1.
resembling African craftsmanship at sites in the Caribbean and Central America. Some finds date back over a
thousand years.

The Jamaican “Gulliver’s Head”: A stone sculpture found in Jamaica with features that some interpret as1.
African in origin, though dating and attribution remain contested.

The “Black Caribs” of the Caribbean: Oral histories from indigenous Caribbean groups sometimes reference1.
ancestors who arrived from Africa, hinting at possible migration or contact.

The Bering Strait and Atlantic Routes: While much focus has been on Pacific crossings, some scholars1.
suggest that Atlantic routes could have facilitated early contact, especially with the aid of advanced
seafaring technologies.

The Cultural and Mythological Evidence

Van Sertima also examined mythologies, religious symbols, and cultural practices, seeking patterns that might
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signal contact or shared origins.

Examples include:

Mythical Creatures and Legends: Similarities in stories of flood myths, divine figures, or legendary heroes1.
across African and indigenous American cultures.

Symbols and Rituals: The use of certain symbols, such as the crocodile or serpent, appears in both African1.
and American traditions, prompting theories of cultural transmission.

Agricultural Practices: Some researchers note the similarities in agricultural techniques, such as the1.
cultivation of maize and certain crops, which may reflect shared or transmitted knowledge.

While these parallels do not constitute definitive proof alone, they add to the mosaic of evidence suggesting
that ancient peoples may have engaged in transoceanic contact.

The Controversy and Skepticism

Despite Van Sertima’s compelling arguments, his thesis has faced considerable skepticism from mainstream
archaeology and history communities. Critics argue that:

Correlation vs. Causation: Similarities in artifacts and myths may result from independent innovation rather1.
than contact.

Lack of Direct Evidence: No definitive, undisputed artifacts or written records conclusively prove African1.
expeditions to the Americas before Columbus.

Misinterpretation of Art and Features: Artistic styles and facial features can be misinterpreted, and cultural1.
exchange does not necessarily require direct contact.



Historical Bias: Some critics suggest that Van Sertima’s work challenges established narratives due to1.
ideological motivations, emphasizing the importance of rigorous scientific validation.

Despite these criticisms, Van Sertima’s work has invigorated scholarly inquiry and has inspired a broader
exploration of pre-Columbian transoceanic contact theories.

The Legacy and Continuing Research

Ivan Van Sertima’s pioneering efforts have had a lasting impact on the fields of African history, archaeology,
and the study of ancient global interactions. His work has encouraged scholars to:

Re-examine archaeological finds with fresh perspectives.1.
Explore the possibility of ancient maritime navigation capabilities.2.
Investigate oral traditions and cultural exchanges across continents.3.

Modern technology, including DNA analysis, satellite imaging, and advanced dating techniques, continues to
shed light on the complex web of ancient human migration and contact. While the debate over the extent and
specifics of African presence in pre-Columbian America persists, Van Sertima’s work remains a catalyst for
ongoing research and discussion.

Conclusion: Rethinking the Narrative of American Origins

They came before Columbus — a phrase encapsulating a paradigm shift in understanding American history.
Ivan Van Sertima’s research challenges us to consider a more interconnected ancient world, where cultural and
technological exchanges may have transcended oceans long before the Age of Discovery. While definitive proof
remains elusive, the evidence he presented invites scholars and enthusiasts alike to reimagine the narrative of
human migration, exploration, and contact. As ongoing discoveries continue to emerge, the story of pre-
Columbian America may become richer and more complex, reflecting a world where peoples from diverse
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regions interacted in ways previously unrecognized.

Questions & Answers About they came before columbus ivan van
sertima

No Question Answer

1 Who was Ivan Van Sertima and what
is his significance in historical
studies?

Ivan Van Sertima was a Guyanese-born historian and scholar
known for his work on African history and his theories about pre-
Columbian contact between Africa and the Americas. His book
'They Came Before Columbus' popularized the idea that Africans
reached the Americas before Columbus.

2 What are the main arguments
presented in 'They Came Before
Columbus'?

In 'They Came Before Columbus,' Van Sertima argues that
ancient Africans, particularly from West Africa, traveled to the
Americas and influenced native cultures. He cites archaeological,
linguistic, and cultural evidence to support the idea of pre-
Columbian transoceanic contact.

3 How has the academic community
responded to Van Sertima's claims in
'They Came Before Columbus'?

The academic community has largely been skeptical of Van
Sertima's theories, citing a lack of definitive archaeological
evidence and criticizing his interpretations. While some scholars
appreciate his efforts to highlight African contributions, many
consider his claims to be speculative.

4 What impact did 'They Came Before
Columbus' have on discussions about
African history and African diaspora?

The book significantly influenced discussions on African history
by challenging Eurocentric narratives and emphasizing African
achievements. It inspired further research and interest in the
African diaspora's potential influence on the Americas before
European contact.



5 Are there any archaeological
discoveries supporting Van Sertima's
theories about pre-Columbian African
contact?

To date, there is limited archaeological evidence conclusively
supporting Van Sertima's theories. While some artifacts and
cultural similarities are discussed, mainstream archaeology
remains unconvinced that there was direct African contact with
the Americas before Columbus.

6 Why do some critics consider Van
Sertima's 'They Came Before
Columbus' to be controversial?

Critics consider the book controversial because it challenges
established historical narratives, making broad claims about
African influence in the Americas without conclusive evidence.
Some view it as promoting pseudohistory or Afrocentric
conspiracy theories, leading to debates within scholarly circles.

Pre-Columbian America, ancient civilizations, African influence, indigenous cultures, historical scholarship,
cultural diffusion, African explorers, early American history, van Sertima's theories, pre-Columbian trans-
oceanic contact
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