The Ocean Was Never Empty: The
Atlantic as African Space Before the

The Water Before the Wound

The conventional narrative of the Atlantic Ocean begins with European ships. Portuguese
caravels creeping south along the West African coast in the 1430s, 1440s, 1450s - inching
toward a sea route to Asia, discovering gold, discovering people, discovering a world
they did not know existed. From this starting point, the Atlantic becomes a European
space: a highway for ships, a battleground for empires, a corridor for the largest forced
migration in human history. The ocean’s story is told as a story of European movement
across water that was, before the ships arrived, empty.

The ocean was never empty.

The Atlantic coast of Africa - from Senegal to Angola, a shoreline stretching more than
four thousand miles - was home to maritime cultures that had been building vessels,
reading currents, and weaving networks of exchange across water for millennia before
the first Portuguese sail broke the horizon. This essay recovers that world, and it is worth
naming at the outset what “African space” means here, because the phrase carries more
than one weight. To call the Atlantic an African space is to say five things at once: that it



was navigated by African seafarers, used commercially by African traders, governed by
African polities who controlled access to it, understood cosmologically through African
frameworks of meaning, and diplomatically controlled by African rulers who received
newcomers on their own terms. The ocean was African in all of these senses long before
it became a wound.

A claim this large rests on more than one kind of proof, and honesty asks that we name
the layers before we lay them down. The argument gathers four strands of evidence, each
answering a different question. Material and archaeological evidence - the buried
canoe, the ocean-going vessels, the river navies - establishes the depth and antiquity of
African water knowledge. Commercial and political evidence - the trans-Saharan gold
routes, the Sudanic empires, the connected systems of circulation - establishes that
African worlds were already woven into a wider globe. Diplomatic evidence - the
embassies, the treaties, the correspondence between sovereigns - establishes that African
polities met Europeans as equals, not supplicants. And cosmological evidence - the water
deities, the thresholds between worlds - establishes that the ocean carried meaning, not
merely cargo. Read together, these strands do not simply add up. They converge, and
their convergence is the argument: the Atlantic was an African world of navigation, trade,
diplomacy, and meaning before European power reshaped it into something else.

The African world that Europeans encountered in the fifteenth century was not a world
awaiting discovery. It was a world already in motion - connected across land and water,
governed by sovereign polities, embedded in commercial networks spanning continents,
and possessed of knowledge systems that had produced the wealth, the institutions, and
the diplomatic frameworks that would shape the first centuries of Atlantic encounter.

First Pillar - Deep Roots: The Dufuna Canoe and Eight
Thousand Years of African Watercraft
The proof begins in the ground.

In May 1987, a Fulani herdsman discovered the prow of a buried canoe protruding from
the earth near the village of Dufuna, in Yobe State, northeastern Nigeria. Archaeological
excavation in 1994, conducted by a joint German-Nigerian team, revealed a watercraft
measuring roughly 8.4 meters in length and half a meter in width, carved from a single
tree trunk. Radiocarbon dating placed its construction at approximately 8,000 years ago -
around 6000 BCE. The Dufuna canoe is the oldest known watercraft in Africa and the
second-oldest discovered anywhere in the world.

Its significance is not merely antiquarian. The Dufuna canoe demonstrates that West
African peoples were building sophisticated vessels for water travel eight millennia ago -
long before the pyramids rose, long before the trans-Saharan routes were established,
long before European maritime technology existed in any recognizable form. Its
construction - a hollowed hardwood trunk shaped with precision into a stable, navigable
hull - required real knowledge of wood properties, hydrodynamics, and tool-making. This
was not a primitive artifact. It was an engineered vessel, made by people who understood
water as a medium of movement and had developed the means to cross it.



The Dufuna canoe is a single find. But it is not an isolated one. Archaeological and
historical evidence documents a continuous tradition of West African watercraft
construction reaching from the deep past into the historical period. By roughly 1500 CE,
the peoples of the West African coast were building large ocean-going canoes that
formed the backbone of coastal trade. Fashioned from massive hardwood trunks - iroko,
African mahogany, and similarly durable timber - these vessels were sometimes
lengthened with side planks sewn together by palm fiber or iron nails and sealed with tree
saps. The resulting hulls could reach thirty to forty meters and carry dozens of tons of
cargo and dozens of passengers. They were driven by sail or paddle and could ride
Atlantic swells. Sixteenth-century European observers recorded that in calm conditions
these canoes could outpace small European ships.

The Senegambian canoe men - expert watermen who worked the rivers, estuaries, and
coastal waters of present-day Senegal, Gambia, and Guinea-Bissau - became
indispensable to the Atlantic trade. They ferried inland traders to the forts, carried goods
across surf that European boats could not manage, and sustained the coastal commerce
that bound African communities to one another and to the trading posts. Their skill was
such that European traders both depended on them and feared them. Accounts note that
once a Senegambian canoe man leaped into the water, he was “impossible to capture” - a
testament to an intimacy with the marine environment that no outsider could match.

Nor was this tradition confined to the sea. On the Niger River - the great artery of West
Africa - the Songhai Empire under Askia Muhammad I maintained a river navy that
projected military power, moved trade, and carried communication across a realm that at
its height stretched from near the Atlantic to the middle Niger bend. This navy was not
ceremonial. It was a working military and commercial fleet that governed river traffic,
guarded convoys, and extended the reach of the state along the waterways that were its
lifelines.

The point is elemental. The African relationship to water - ocean, river, estuary - was
ancient, technically sophisticated, and politically consequential. When Portuguese ships
appeared, the peoples of the coast did not meet the Atlantic as a stranger. They met it as a
country they had been navigating, building upon, and drawing meaning from for
thousands of years.

Second Pillar - The Sahara as Sea: The Trans-Saharan
Corridor

If the Atlantic was African civilization’s western horizon, the Sahara was its northern one
- and the comparison is not merely poetic. The word Sahel, the transitional band between
desert and savanna, comes from the Arabic sahil, meaning “shore.” West Africans
understood the desert as a sea: vast, crossable with the right knowledge, unforgiving of
the unprepared. The camel was the vessel. The stars and dunes were the navigation
system. And the caravan routes threading from the Mediterranean to the banks of the
Niger were the sea lanes of a commercial network that joined West Africa to the
Mediterranean and Islamic worlds for a thousand years.

The trans-Saharan trade began in earnest around the fifth century CE, though contacts
between North and West Africa reach back much further. Its core exchange was



elemental - West African gold for Saharan salt. West Africa held enormous gold reserves
in the Bambuk and Bure fields and the Akan forests; the Sahara held salt deposits scarce
and precious in the gold-producing south. That complementarity drove a commerce that
grew, over centuries, to carry ivory, copper, textiles, beads, glassware, and leather - and
ideas. Islam, Arabic literacy, architectural forms, legal traditions, and scientific
knowledge moved south; gold, commercial intelligence, and political legitimacy moved
north.

The empires this trade produced - Ghana, Mali, Songhai - were among the wealthiest and
most politically sophisticated states of the medieval world. The Empire of Ghana, which
governed the gold trade from roughly the sixth through the eleventh centuries, was
known to Arab geographers as the “Land of Gold.” The eleventh-century Andalusian
geographer al-Bakri described the Ghanaian court at Kumbi Saleh - a twin city, one
Muslim, one traditional - where the king wore gold-embroidered caps, rode with golden
saddles, and kept dogs whose collars gleamed with gold and silver. This was no remote
village. It was a commercial capital tied to Mediterranean markets by desert routes and
governed by institutions capable of managing a continental network.

Mali, which succeeded Ghana in the thirteenth century, was larger, richer, and more
deeply woven into the Islamic diplomatic and commercial world. Its founder, Sundiata
Keita, built the imperial framework through conquest and consolidation; his successors
extended it to embrace the gold fields, the trade cities, and the Niger corridor that linked
them. By the fourteenth century, Mali was among the largest empires in world history, its
territory reaching from the Atlantic through the Sahel and savanna to the edge of the
forest belt. The desert-sea, in other words, produced states as connected to the wider
globe as any port city - proof that African worlds were participants in world history, not
its bystanders.

Third Pillar - Mansa Musa: The Sovereign Who Moved
the World

No figure from pre-colonial African history binds sovereignty, commerce, and diplomacy
more powerfully than Mansa Musa, the ninth mansa of Mali, who reigned from roughly
1312 to 1337.

In 1324 he undertook the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca that is one of the Five Pillars of
Islam. This was no private devotion. It was a diplomatic act of the highest order - a public
demonstration of sovereign wealth, piety, and international standing. His caravan was
reported to number tens of thousands of people and dozens of camels laden with gold. He
crossed the Sahara - the sea of sand - to Cairo, where he was received by the Mamluk
Sultanate, the most powerful Islamic state of the age.

What happened in Cairo became legend. Mansa Musa distributed gold so lavishly - to the
poor, to mosques, to merchants, to religious institutions - that the sudden influx drove
down the value of gold and set off an inflationary crisis that troubled the Egyptian
economy for roughly a decade. This was not carelessness. It was a calculated display of
wealth so vast that it destabilized a major economy as a side effect. When the Mamluk
Sultan sought to compel him to bow in formal audience, Mansa Musa refused, saying that



he bowed only before Allah. The sultan yielded. One does not compel a man whose
pocket change can crash a currency.

The pilgrimage’s consequences were global. News of Mali’s wealth carried across the
Islamic world and into European consciousness. Within decades, the Catalan Atlas - a
major world map created around 1375 by the Majorcan Jewish cartographer Abraham
Cresques - depicted Mansa Musa enthroned in gold, crowned, holding a golden orb and
scepter, the emblems of medieval European kingship. Its caption named him among the
richest and most distinguished rulers of his region. This was the first visual representation
of an African monarch on a European map. Where Africa had once appeared at the vague
margins of European cartography, the Catalan Atlas placed Mali near the center, rendered
as a powerful economic and political state.

The pilgrimage was also an intellectual mission. Mansa Musa returned accompanied by
scholars, architects, and administrators drawn from across the Islamic world. Among
them was the Andalusian architect Abu Ishaq al-Sahili, to whom the construction of
Timbuktu's Djinguereber Mosque is attributed. These buildings - still standing, still in use
- are the physical residue of a deliberate exchange initiated by a ruler who understood
that architecture, scholarship, and religious authority were instruments of statecraft. His
reign established Timbuktu as a center of learning that would draw scholars from across
the Islamic world and produce a manuscript culture rivaling those of Cairo, Damascus,
and Cordoba.

One further story attaches to Mansa Musa, and it must be held with a careful hand.
According to an account the Syrian scholar al-Umari recorded from Musa's own words in
Cairo, Musa became ruler after his predecessor - a figure popularly identified as Mansa
Abubakari I1, though the name does not appear in the established genealogies of Mali’s
mansas - abdicated the throne to lead a great fleet westward across the Atlantic, and never
returned. The Archive treats this account for exactly what it is: a recorded claim,
preserved only in al-Umari’s secondhand report of a conversation, that cannot be
independently verified. The number of vessels, the identity of the ruler, the fate of the
expedition - none can be confirmed. What the account testifies to is not a proven crossing
but something more modest and, in its way, more telling: that within the political
imagination of the fourteenth-century Islamic world, it was entirely thinkable that a West
African sovereign possessed both the maritime capacity and the ambition to send a fleet
onto the open Atlantic. The value of the story lies in what it reveals about how African
maritime power was understood - not in a voyage the evidence cannot support.

Interlude - The Coastal Encounter: Sovereignty on
African Terms

When Portuguese navigators began their southward creep along the West African coast in
the 1430s and 1440s, they did not enter an empty space. They entered a coastline that was
populated, governed, and commercially alive. The polities they met - the Wolof states of
Cayor and Baol in Senegambia, the Mandinka-influenced Kaabu in Guinea-Bissau, the
Akan and Fante communities of the Gold Coast, the Kingdom of Benin, the Kingdom of
Kongo at the mouth of the Congo River - were sovereign entities with their own



administrations, legal systems, and commercial networks. They received the Portuguese
not as supplicants but as governors of territory and arbiters of access.

Two brief cases show the pattern before we come to the encounter that matters most. The
Portuguese construction of Sao Jorge da Mina - Elmina Castle, on the Gold Coast, in
1482 - is remembered today as a slave-trading fortress, but its original purpose was the
gold trade, and it was built not by conquest but by negotiation, with permission secured
from the Akan and Fante authorities who controlled the coastal commerce. The fort
existed on African terms: a node inserted into an African-controlled network, not an
imposition of European authority over African space. Further east, the Kingdom of Benin
under Oba Ozolua (reigning roughly 1480 to 1516) entered formal diplomatic relations
with Portugal - a bilateral exchange of embassies in which Benin sent a high-ranking
envoy to Lisbon and received a Portuguese delegation in return, and in which the Oba
was treated as an equal sovereign. When Portugal tried to impose a trade embargo in
1553, Benin was unmoved; the French and Dutch stood ready as alternative partners, and
the kingdom continued to control its own affairs. The intricately carved ivory saltcellars
and horns produced by African craftspeople for the European market during this period
survive as material evidence of a commerce among partners - unequal in some respects,
but conducted through negotiation rather than coercion.

These cases establish the rule. The Kingdom of Kongo reveals its fullest and most
consequential expression.

Fourth Pillar - Kongo and the Atlantic: Sovereignty at
the River’s Mouth

At the southern end of the Atlantic African coast, the Kingdom of Kongo offered the
most elaborate example of African-Atlantic diplomacy - and the one whose consequences
would run deepest. Kongo was a centralized state, formed through the merger of the
Mbata and Mpemba kingdoms in the late fourteenth century, with its capital at Mbanza-
Kongo in present-day northern Angola. At its height its territory covered roughly a
hundred thousand square kilometers, from northern Angola through the western Congo
basin, and its population numbered in the hundreds of thousands.

In 1483, the Portuguese explorer Diogo Cao reached the mouth of the Congo River and
was received by the Manikongo - the king of Kongo - Nzinga a Nkuwu. The encounter
was diplomatic, not military. Cao presented himself as the representative of a distant
sovereign power, and the Manikongo received him as such. What followed established a
framework of formal relations between two sovereign kingdoms that would endure, under
mounting strain, for more than a century and a half.

Nzinga a Nkuwu’s response was strategic. He saw alliance with Portugal as a means to
strengthen his realm - to reach European goods, military technology, and the commercial
networks the connection opened. In 1491 he was baptized as Jodo I, adopting Roman
Catholicism and a Portuguese royal name. This was not submission. It was a sovereign
decision - a ruler taking on a new religious identity as an instrument of statecratft,
positioning his kingdom within the diplomatic and commercial frameworks of the
Atlantic world.



Kongo’s Christianity was not imposed but adopted, adapted, and indigenized. Kongolese
rulers selected from Catholic doctrine what served their political and spiritual purposes
and fused it with existing Kongo cosmological frameworks. The result was a distinctly
Kongolese Christianity - recognizably Catholic yet irreducibly African - that would
persist for centuries, shaping both the kingdom's governance and its diaspora's cultural
inheritance in the Americas.

The kingdom that Nzinga a Nkuwu’s successor Afonso I inherited around 1509 was an
Atlantic power in the fullest sense. It maintained diplomatic correspondence with the
Portuguese Crown, sent and received embassies, and took part in Atlantic commerce as a
sovereign partner rather than a colonial possession. Its capital, Mbanza-Kongo, was
renamed Sao Salvador and gathered churches, European-style administrative buildings,
and the material apparatus of a Christian kingdom - but all of it was grafted onto an
existing structure: a centralized monarchy with provincial governors, a council of nobles,
a judicial system, and a military organization that conversion modified but did not
replace. The kingdom kept its sovereignty. The Atlantic connection was an instrument of
Kongo statecraft, not a surrender to European authority.

Kongo is the hinge of this entire history. It was the African polity most deeply embedded
in the Atlantic diplomatic system, whose rulers wrote to European monarchs as equals,
whose people would cross the ocean in the largest numbers, and whose cultural
inheritance would most profoundly shape the African Americas. It was also the place
where the contradiction between sovereign partnership and the slave trade grew most
acute - where a king would write to a king to protest the very commerce that the
partnership had opened. Those letters, and that protest, wait in the next essay.

The Ocean in African Cosmology

Everything gathered so far - the canoes, the caravan routes, the sovereign embassies -
documents the Atlantic as a space of African navigation, commerce, and diplomacy. But
to understand the ocean as African space in the full sense this essay claims requires one
more strand, and it is not an ornament. If African space means space that Africans
navigated, used, governed, and controlled, it must also mean space that Africans endowed
with meaning. A world is not only what people do within it. It is what they believe it to
be. To leave meaning out would be to describe the body of the Atlantic and miss its soul.

African cosmological systems assigned significance to water that far exceeded its
practical use - as a boundary between worlds, a medium of spiritual power, a site of
memory and origin. This dimension is harder to trace through the colonial archive, which
recorded what African people did but rarely what they believed about the water they
crossed. Yet ethnographic and historical scholarship on West and Central African
traditions gives us firm ground. Water - rivers, estuaries, the ocean itself - was
understood as a spiritually charged element across many African societies. Water deities
such as Mami Wata in West and West Central African traditions, the orisha Yemoja and
Olokun in Yoruba cosmology, and Kalunga in Kongo cosmology cast the ocean and its
waters as domains of spiritual power, mediators between the living and the ancestral
dead, and sources of fertility, danger, and transformation.



In Kongo cosmology, the ocean was bound up with Kalunga - a concept encompassing
the sea, the boundary between the world of the living and the world of the dead, and the
totality of existence. Kalunga was not merely a place but a principle: the understanding
that the ocean was a threshold between states of being, a space of passage,
transformation, and return. It shaped how Kongo people conceived of the Atlantic
crossing - not as a simple voyage but as a passage through a spiritually charged threshold,
a movement between ontological domains.

When enslaved Kongolese people crossed the Atlantic in the holds of slave ships, they
carried this framework with them. The ocean they crossed was not, in their
understanding, merely water dividing one land from another. It was Kalunga - the
boundary between worlds, the domain of the dead and the unborn, the space through
which transformation occurred. This is not speculation. It survives in the religious
practices of Kongo-descended communities across the Americas - in Haiti, in Brazil, in
Cuba, in the American South - where water still holds its cosmological weight as a
threshold between the living and the ancestral dead, a medium through which spirits cross
and speak.

The Archive marks this dimension not as a cultural flourish but as evidence of the depth
of African relationship to the ocean. The water was never only a commercial highway
that African polities controlled. It was a space of meaning - charged with the sacred,
embedded in cosmological systems that shaped how African people understood their
place in the world and among one another. When the ocean became a wound - when the
Middle Passage turned it from a space of African commerce and cosmology into a
corridor of forced migration and death - the framework did not vanish. It crossed. It
endured. And it continues to shape how African-descended communities relate to water:
in ritual, in memory, and in the persistent cultural forms the ocean could not drown.

The Rupture Approaches

The African Atlantic this essay has described - a world of sovereign commerce,
diplomatic exchange, maritime skill, and cosmological meaning - was not destroyed in a
single moment. It was eroded. The erosion was uneven, beginning at different times in
different regions, quickening and slowing with shifts in European demand, in African
political dynamics, in the global balance of power. But the direction was unmistakable.
Across the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Atlantic passed from an African space
to a European-instrumentalized one - from a space of trade among sovereign partners to a
corridor of extraction, from a waterway governed by African canoe men and coastal
polities to a highway for slave ships.

The transformation was not chosen. It was driven by the very forces the early encounters
had seemed to mediate: the commercial appetites of European powers, the labor demands
of American plantation economies, and the willingness of some African actors to profit
from a trade that enriched them at their neighbors' expense. The complexity of this period
- that some African polities supplied the trade, that some rulers grew rich from it, that its
violence did not fall evenly on all - does not simplify the story. It deepens it. But it does
not alter the central fact: a space governed by African sovereigns, navigated by African
seafarers, and made meaningful by African cosmologies was progressively turned into an



instrument of European commercial power, and that transformation was powered by the
extraction of African people from African soil.

The Kingdom of Kongo stands at the hinge of this turning. It was the polity most deeply
embedded in the Atlantic diplomatic system - the kingdom whose rulers corresponded
with European monarchs, whose capital bore the marks of conversion, whose people
would cross in the greatest numbers, and whose inheritance would most profoundly shape
the African Americas. It was also the kingdom where the contradiction between
sovereign partnership and the slave trade grew most unbearable - where a king wrote to a
king to protest the very trade the partnership had enabled.

That king was Afonso I of Kongo. His letters survive. The next essay reads them.
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