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They Came Before Columbus: Ivan Van Sertima's
Enduring Legacy

Have you ever questioned the commonly accepted narrative of history? What if
the story of the Americas wasn't quite as we've been taught? This blog post
delves deep into the controversial, yet compelling, work of Ivan Van Sertima
and his groundbreaking book, "They Came Before Columbus." We'll explore his
arguments, the evidence he presented, the criticisms he faced, and the
lasting impact his work continues to have on our understanding of pre-
Columbian America. Prepare to challenge your preconceptions and embark on a
fascinating journey through history's often-overlooked pathways.

Ivan Van Sertima: A Champion of Pre-Columbian
Contact

Ivan Van Sertima (1935-1990), a Guyanese historian and anthropologist, became
a prominent figure in the academic world – and a highly controversial one –
due to his tireless advocacy for the theory of transoceanic contact between
the Old World and the Americas before Christopher Columbus's voyages. His
magnum opus, "They Came Before Columbus: The African Presence in Ancient
America," published in 1976, sparked intense debate and continues to fuel
discussion today. Van Sertima didn't just posit a theory; he meticulously
compiled a vast amount of archaeological, anthropological, linguistic, and
botanical evidence to support his claims.

The Core Arguments of "They Came Before Columbus"

Van Sertima's central argument revolved around the possibility – indeed, the
probability, in his view – that Africans made contact with, and possibly even
settled in, the Americas long before Columbus's arrival. He meticulously
assembled evidence suggesting:

Transoceanic Voyages: He pointed to the sophisticated shipbuilding
capabilities of ancient African civilizations, arguing that voyages across
the Atlantic were entirely feasible with the technology available at the
time. He highlighted evidence of advanced navigational skills and the
potential use of celestial navigation.

Linguistic Similarities: Van Sertima drew attention to striking linguistic
parallels between African languages and those spoken by indigenous



populations in the Americas. He suggested these similarities could point to a
common ancestral language or sustained contact over generations.

Archaeological Findings: He cited archaeological discoveries, such as
artifacts and architectural styles, that he believed exhibited clear African
influences. These included specific tools, pottery designs, and even the
presence of certain crops, like the yam, which he argued had an African
origin.

Botanical Evidence: The presence of plants native to Africa in the Americas
before European contact formed a significant part of his argument. He
meticulously documented the presence of plants and crops that could not have
originated in the Americas, suggesting their introduction through
transatlantic contact.

Criticisms and Counterarguments

Van Sertima's work, while influential, faced significant criticism from
mainstream academia. Skeptics challenged the interpretations of his evidence,
often pointing to:

Alternative Explanations: Many argued that similarities in artifacts or
language could be explained through independent invention or cultural
diffusion within the Americas, rather than transatlantic contact.

Methodological Concerns: Critics questioned the rigor of some of his research
methods, pointing to potential biases in the selection and interpretation of
evidence.

Lack of Definitive Proof: The absence of conclusive, irrefutable evidence of
African presence before Columbus remained a major point of contention. The
burden of proof, inherently challenging in historical reconstruction, weighed
heavily against Van Sertima's claims.

Despite these criticisms, Van Sertima's work continues to spark debate and
inspire further research. His relentless questioning of established
narratives challenged the dominance of a Eurocentric view of history,
prompting a reevaluation of pre-Columbian America.

The Enduring Legacy of Van Sertima's Work

Regardless of one's stance on the specifics of his arguments, Ivan Van
Sertima's contribution to the field of pre-Columbian studies remains
undeniable. He forced a crucial re-examination of traditional narratives,
broadened the scope of historical inquiry, and encouraged a more inclusive
and nuanced understanding of the Americas' past. His work continues to
inspire researchers to investigate alternative historical explanations and to
consider the possibility of pre-Columbian contact beyond the accepted
paradigms. The debate he ignited continues to fuel research and discussion,



leading to a more complex and comprehensive picture of the past. His legacy
lies not just in the specific claims he made, but in the questions he raised
and the avenues of research he opened.

Conclusion

Ivan Van Sertima's "They Came Before Columbus" remains a landmark text,
sparking controversy and inspiring new research. While the debate continues,
his work undeniably broadened our understanding of the pre-Columbian world
and challenged the established historical narrative. His contribution lies
not only in the evidence he presented, but in the crucial questions he posed,
igniting a conversation that continues to shape our understanding of history.
He championed a more inclusive and diverse interpretation of the past, a
legacy that will undoubtedly endure.

FAQs

Was Ivan Van Sertima's work accepted by the mainstream academic1.
community? No, Van Sertima's work faced significant criticism from
mainstream academics, who often questioned his methodology and
interpretations of evidence. However, his work did stimulate further
research and a re-evaluation of established narratives.

What is the primary evidence presented in "They Came Before Columbus"?1.
Van Sertima presented evidence from linguistics, archaeology, botany,
and accounts of transoceanic voyages to suggest pre-Columbian African
contact. This included linguistic similarities, the presence of African
crops in the Americas, and analyses of artifacts.

Are there any alternative explanations for the evidence Van Sertima1.
presented? Yes, critics have offered alternative explanations for many
of the similarities cited by Van Sertima, including independent
invention, cultural diffusion within the Americas, and
misinterpretations of archaeological findings.

What is the current state of research into pre-Columbian transoceanic1.
contact? Research into pre-Columbian transoceanic contact continues,
with new archaeological discoveries and genetic studies providing
ongoing data. While definitive proof of widespread African contact
before Columbus remains elusive, the possibility is still actively



debated and investigated.

How has Van Sertima's work impacted the field of history? Van Sertima's1.
work significantly impacted the field by prompting a re-evaluation of
Eurocentric historical narratives and encouraging the inclusion of
diverse perspectives. It spurred increased research into pre-Columbian
contact and broadened the scope of historical inquiry, regardless of
whether his specific conclusions are accepted.
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