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They Came Before Columbus is a groundbreaking work by Ivan Van Sertima, first
published in 1976. This book explores the idea that Africans had established contact with
the Americas long before Christopher Columbus's arrival in 1492. Van Sertima's thesis
challenges conventional narratives about exploration and colonization, suggesting that the
exchange of cultures, ideas, and technologies occurred long before European dominance.
His work serves as an essential contribution to the fields of African history and the study
of pre-Columbian America.

Background of Ivan Van Sertima

Ivan Van Sertima was a Guyanese-born scholar, linguist, and anthropologist who
dedicated much of his life to the study of African history and its influence on the world.
His academic journey was shaped by a deep appreciation for African culture and history,
which he felt was often misrepresented or overlooked in mainstream narratives. After
moving to the United States, Van Sertima earned degrees in anthropology and linguistics,
ultimately becoming a professor at Rutgers University.

Influences on Van Sertima's Work

Van Sertima’s work was influenced by several factors:

1. African History: He sought to reclaim and illuminate the history of Africa, emphasizing
its contributions to world civilization.
2. Cultural Exchange: The idea of cultural diffusion and exchange between civilizations
played a crucial role in his research.
3. Archaeological Evidence: Van Sertima utilized archaeological findings to support his
claims about early African contact with the Americas.

The Main Thesis of "They Came Before Columbus"

The central argument of "They Came Before Columbus" is that various African civilizations
had successfully navigated across the Atlantic Ocean to the Americas prior to Columbus's
voyages. Van Sertima posits that these interactions influenced both African and Native



American cultures. His thesis is supported by a combination of historical records,
linguistic studies, and archaeological evidence.

Key Claims and Evidence

Van Sertima presents several key claims to support his thesis:

1. Linguistic Similarities:
- He argues that there are significant linguistic connections between certain African
languages and Native American languages. For instance, he highlights similarities in
vocabulary and syntax that suggest possible contact.

2. Cultural Parallels:
- The author points out similarities in religious practices, agricultural techniques, and
social structures between African and Native American cultures. He argues that these
parallels indicate a shared heritage or direct influence.

3. Archaeological Findings:
- Van Sertima references various archaeological discoveries, including African artifacts
found in the Americas. He cites the presence of ancient Egyptian-style pyramids in Central
America as evidence of Afrocentric influence.

4. Historical Records:
- He draws on historical accounts from various sources, including writings by explorers
and historians who noted the presence of black individuals in the Americas before
Columbus. These accounts, though often dismissed or overlooked, suggest a richer history
of trans-oceanic contact.

Criticism and Controversies

Despite its impact, "They Came Before Columbus" has faced criticism from some scholars
who argue that Van Sertima's interpretations are speculative and lack sufficient empirical
support. Some key points of contention include:

1. Debate over Evidence:
- Critics argue that the linguistic and cultural similarities Van Sertima cites could result
from coincidence rather than direct contact. They assert that many cultures independently
develop similar practices.

2. Historical Interpretation:
- Some historians question Van Sertima's interpretations of historical records, suggesting
that the references he uses do not conclusively prove pre-Columbian African contact with
the Americas.

3. Mainstream Acceptance:
- The mainstream academic community has generally been hesitant to fully embrace Van
Sertima's theories, often relegating his work to the fringes of historical discourse.



Responses to Criticism

In response to criticism, Van Sertima maintained that his work encourages a broader
examination of historical narratives. He argued that the prevailing Eurocentric
perspective often overlooks the contributions of African civilizations to world history. He
emphasized the need for a more inclusive approach to history that recognizes the
interconnectedness of cultures across time and space.

Impact on Afrocentric Studies and Historical
Discourse

"They Came Before Columbus" has played a significant role in the development of
Afrocentric studies, a field that seeks to center African perspectives and contributions in
historical narratives. The book's publication sparked renewed interest in the complexities
of pre-Columbian history, leading to further research and debate.

Influence on Education and Scholarship

1. Curriculum Development:
- Van Sertima's work has influenced the incorporation of African history into educational
curricula, prompting discussions about the importance of diverse historical perspectives.

2. Inspiring Future Research:
- The book has inspired scholars to explore the connections between Africa and the
Americas, leading to a growing body of research focused on cultural exchange, migration,
and historical connections.

3. Cultural Reclamation:
- For many in the African diaspora, Van Sertima's work represents a reclaiming of history,
highlighting the achievements and influences of African cultures that have been
marginalized in traditional historical narratives.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Ivan Van Sertima

Ivan Van Sertima's "They Came Before Columbus" remains a pivotal text in the discourse
on African history and its global impact. While the book has sparked debate and criticism,
it also opened the door for a more nuanced understanding of pre-Columbian interactions
between Africa and the Americas. As scholars continue to investigate the intricacies of
historical connections, Van Sertima's work serves as a reminder of the importance of
inclusivity in historical narratives.

In a world where history is often written from a singular perspective, "They Came Before
Columbus" challenges readers to consider the broader tapestry of human experience,



emphasizing that the past is not merely a record of one civilization's dominance but a
complex interplay of cultures, ideas, and exchanges that have shaped our world. The
ongoing relevance of Van Sertima's work underscores the importance of reexamining
history from diverse viewpoints to foster a deeper understanding of our shared heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Ivan Van Sertima's book
'They Came Before Columbus'?
The main thesis of Ivan Van Sertima's book is that African explorers and traders reached
the Americas long before Columbus did, contributing to the cultural and historical
development of the region.

What evidence does Van Sertima provide to support his
claims in 'They Came Before Columbus'?
Van Sertima presents a variety of evidence, including linguistic parallels, archaeological
findings, and historical accounts suggesting the presence of Africans in the Americas prior
to Columbus's voyages.

How has 'They Came Before Columbus' influenced
discussions about pre-Columbian history?
The book has sparked significant debate and discussion regarding the narratives of pre-
Columbian history, challenging the Eurocentric view and encouraging further research
into African contributions to the Americas.

What criticisms have been directed at Van Sertima's
conclusions in 'They Came Before Columbus'?
Critics argue that Van Sertima's claims lack sufficient empirical evidence and that some of
the connections he makes between African and Native American cultures are speculative
and not widely accepted in mainstream archaeology.

In what ways has 'They Came Before Columbus' been
received in academic circles?
The book has received a mixed reception in academic circles; while it has garnered
support for highlighting overlooked histories, it has also faced skepticism from scholars
who call for more rigorous evidence to substantiate its claims.
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