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they came before columbus ivan van sertima is a groundbreaking work that challenges
traditional narratives about the history of the Americas. Ivan Van Sertima, an influential historian
and anthropologist, presents compelling evidence that African explorers reached the Americas long
before Christopher Columbus's voyage in 1492. This thesis has sparked significant debate and
interest in the academic world and beyond. The book explores various archaeological, linguistic, and
cultural connections that suggest pre-Columbian trans-oceanic contact. Van Sertima's research
reexamines the origins of indigenous American civilizations and highlights the contributions of
African civilizations to global history. This article delves into the key themes, evidence, and impact
of They Came Before Columbus by Ivan Van Sertima, shedding light on a lesser-known chapter of
world history. Below is an overview of the main sections covered.

Ivan Van Sertima: A Brief Biography

Main Thesis of They Came Before Columbus

Archaeological and Cultural Evidence

Impact and Controversy

Legacy and Continuing Research

Ivan Van Sertima: A Brief Biography
Ivan Van Sertima was a Guyanese-born historian, anthropologist, and linguist whose scholarly work
focused on African and African diaspora history. He is best known for his research into African
presence in the Americas prior to Columbus's arrival. Van Sertima earned his Ph.D. in linguistics
and served as a professor and researcher, contributing significantly to Afrocentric studies. His
interdisciplinary approach combined linguistics, archaeology, and cultural anthropology to challenge
Eurocentric historical perspectives. Van Sertima’s work emphasized the importance of recognizing
African contributions to world civilizations, particularly in the context of the Americas.

Main Thesis of They Came Before Columbus
The central argument of they came before columbus ivan van sertima is that Africans traveled
across the Atlantic Ocean and made contact with the Americas centuries before European explorers.
Van Sertima posits that ancient African civilizations, notably from West Africa, possessed the
maritime knowledge and navigational skills necessary for transatlantic voyages. His thesis suggests
that these early contacts influenced indigenous American cultures, evident in shared technological,
artistic, and linguistic traits.



Core Arguments
Van Sertima supports his thesis through multiple lines of inquiry, including:

Similarities in ancient African and American artifacts and symbols

Linguistic parallels between African languages and those of certain Native American groups

Descriptions of African explorers and their voyages in historical texts predating Columbus

Genetic and anthropological evidence indicating African ancestry in some indigenous
populations

Significance of the Thesis
This thesis challenges the conventional Eurocentric narrative that credits European explorers as the
first to discover the New World. It also highlights the advanced nature of African civilizations and
their role in global exploration and cultural exchange. By reinterpreting historical evidence, Van
Sertima opened new avenues for understanding the interconnectedness of ancient societies.

Archaeological and Cultural Evidence
Van Sertima’s research draws on a wide range of archaeological findings and cultural studies to
substantiate his claims. He meticulously analyzes artifacts, sculptures, and architectural styles,
comparing those found in Africa with those discovered in the Americas.

Artifacts and Symbolism
Artifacts such as the Olmec colossal heads of Mesoamerica are a focal point in Van Sertima's
argument. He suggests that these heads display distinctly African facial features, supporting the
idea of African visitors or settlers. Additionally, he points to similarities in pottery, textiles, and
metallurgy techniques that indicate cultural diffusion.

Linguistic Connections
One of the key aspects of Van Sertima’s evidence is the linguistic parallels between African
languages, especially those from the Niger-Congo family, and certain indigenous American
languages. He argues that shared vocabulary and grammatical structures hint at ancient
communication and contact between these populations.



Historical Records and Oral Traditions
Van Sertima examines historical documents from ancient and medieval times that reference voyages
and encounters with distant lands. He also incorporates African oral traditions that recount
seafaring expeditions, suggesting a longstanding maritime culture capable of crossing the Atlantic.

Impact and Controversy
The publication of they came before columbus ivan van sertima ignited widespread discussion
and debate among historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists. While many applauded Van
Sertima’s bold challenge to established narratives, others criticized the methodology and
interpretations used to support his claims.

Academic Reception
In academic circles, Van Sertima’s work has been both influential and contentious. Supporters argue
that his interdisciplinary approach brings necessary diversity to historical inquiry and redresses
longstanding biases. Critics, however, point to a lack of definitive proof and caution against
overextending correlations between African and American cultures.

Broader Cultural Influence
Beyond academia, Van Sertima’s thesis has had a significant cultural impact, particularly within
Afrocentric and Black nationalist movements. It has empowered communities seeking to reclaim a
more inclusive and accurate representation of history. The book has also inspired further research
into pre-Columbian transatlantic contacts and intercultural exchanges.

Legacy and Continuing Research
Ivan Van Sertima’s work continues to inspire scholars and researchers interested in the complexities
of ancient global interactions. His efforts have paved the way for new investigations into the African
diaspora’s influence on the Americas and the broader narrative of human migration.

Ongoing Studies and Discoveries
Researchers today build upon Van Sertima’s foundation by employing advanced technologies such as
DNA analysis, satellite archaeology, and linguistic databases to explore ancient connections. These
studies aim to clarify and expand understanding of early transatlantic contacts and cultural
diffusion.



Educational and Cultural Programs
Van Sertima’s legacy is also evident in educational initiatives and cultural programs that promote
African heritage and its global significance. Museums, academic institutions, and community
organizations incorporate his findings to foster greater awareness and appreciation of African
contributions to world history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Ivan Van Sertima and what is his significance in the
study of pre-Columbian history?
Ivan Van Sertima was a Guyanese-born historian and anthropologist known for his research and
writings suggesting African presence in the Americas before Columbus. His work challenged
traditional narratives about pre-Columbian history.

What is the main thesis of Ivan Van Sertima's book 'They
Came Before Columbus'?
The main thesis of 'They Came Before Columbus' is that Africans reached the Americas long before
Christopher Columbus, influencing indigenous cultures and contributing to the development of
American civilizations.

What evidence does Ivan Van Sertima present to support the
claim of African presence in the Americas before Columbus?
Van Sertima presents linguistic similarities, cultural artifacts, ancient texts, and archaeological
findings that he interprets as evidence of African contact with the Americas prior to Columbus's
arrival in 1492.

How has the academic community responded to Ivan Van
Sertima's claims in 'They Came Before Columbus'?
The academic community has had mixed responses; some praise his efforts to challenge Eurocentric
perspectives, while many mainstream scholars criticize his methods and conclusions as lacking
sufficient evidence and being speculative.

What impact did 'They Came Before Columbus' have on
discussions about Afrocentric history?
The book significantly influenced Afrocentric scholarship by promoting the idea that African
civilizations had a broader historical impact, encouraging further research into African contributions
to world history and fostering pride in African heritage.



Are there any controversies associated with Ivan Van Sertima's
work in 'They Came Before Columbus'?
Yes, controversies include accusations of overstating evidence, misinterpreting data, and promoting
pseudohistory. Critics argue that his conclusions are not supported by mainstream archaeological
and historical research.

What cultures or civilizations does Van Sertima suggest were
influenced by African visitors before Columbus?
Van Sertima suggests that African visitors influenced Mesoamerican and South American
civilizations, such as the Olmecs and Mayans, citing similarities in sculpture, language, and cultural
practices.

Where can one access or learn more about Ivan Van Sertima's
'They Came Before Columbus'?
The book is available in libraries, bookstores, and various online retailers. Additionally, lectures and
articles by Van Sertima and related Afrocentric scholars can be found on academic platforms and
websites dedicated to African history.

Additional Resources
1. They Came Before Columbus by Ivan Van Sertima
This groundbreaking book challenges the traditional narrative of world history by presenting
evidence that Africans made contact with the Americas long before Columbus. Van Sertima explores
archaeological findings, linguistic similarities, and cultural artifacts to argue for pre-Columbian
trans-oceanic voyages. The book invites readers to reconsider the origins of civilization and the
interconnectedness of ancient peoples.

2. African Presence in Early America by Ivan Van Sertima
Expanding on his earlier work, Van Sertima delves deeper into the cultural and historical influences
of African civilizations on early American societies. He examines artifacts, art, and documented
histories that suggest a significant African impact on the development of the New World. This book
is essential for understanding the broader implications of African contributions to American history.

3. Before Columbus: The African Presence in Ancient America by Ivan Van Sertima
This volume compiles essays and research that support the thesis of African explorers reaching the
Americas before European contact. It discusses the diffusion of technology, agriculture, and
religious ideas from Africa to the Western Hemisphere. The book highlights the importance of re-
evaluating historical sources and acknowledging non-European influences.

4. Lost Kingdoms of Africa by Basil Davidson
Davidson provides a comprehensive overview of Africa’s rich history and its ancient kingdoms,
emphasizing their sophistication and influence. This book contextualizes African civilizations within
global history, offering insights into the cultural achievements that predate European colonization. It
complements Van Sertima’s work by highlighting Africa’s role as a cradle of civilization.



5. America Before Columbus: The Key to Earth's Lost Civilization by George Hunter
Hunter investigates archaeological evidence suggesting advanced civilizations existed in the
Americas prior to Columbus. The book explores mysterious artifacts and ruins that challenge
conventional historical timelines. It encourages readers to question established narratives and
consider alternative histories of human development.

6. The African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality by Cheikh Anta Diop
Diop’s influential work argues for the African origins of many aspects of civilization, including
language, science, and culture. His research supports the idea that Africa played a pivotal role in
shaping human history globally. This book complements Van Sertima’s thesis by providing a broader
framework for understanding African contributions.

7. Black Atlantis: The Afrocentric View of Ancient America by Ivan Van Sertima
In this collection of essays, Van Sertima explores the Afrocentric perspective on ancient American
history. He presents evidence supporting the notion that African peoples had significant interactions
with the Americas long before European explorers. The book is a key resource for those interested in
Afrocentric historiography.

8. Pre-Columbian Contacts with the Americas Across the Oceans edited by Donnan and Willey
This anthology gathers scholarly articles examining various theories and evidence of trans-oceanic
contact before Columbus. It covers a range of cultures and potential interactions, including African,
Asian, and Polynesian influences. The book provides a balanced, academic perspective on the
controversial topic.

9. 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus by Charles C. Mann
Mann synthesizes recent archaeological and anthropological research to present a vivid picture of
the Americas before European arrival. While not focused solely on African contact, the book
challenges many myths about pre-Columbian societies’ complexity and sophistication. It offers a
comprehensive understanding of the diverse peoples who inhabited the Americas.
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